bl

4

e “~\:'
R

' CANADIAN THESES ON MICROFICHE

. r “ y'j . N ‘ : ) A»1; s

‘THESES CANADIENNES SUR MICROFICHE

.3

Nattonal lerary of Canada
Cotlectrons DevelopMent Branch )

I*

/. Canadian Theses on
Microfiche Servrce

- Ottawa Canada o
K1A ON4’ '

sur m|Croﬁche

¢

1 NOTICE

. The quallty of thns mlcroflche is heavuly dependent upon the...---""'l
-+ quality of the. onglnal thesis submitted for microfilming. Every
" effort has been made to.ensure the highegt quality of reproduc o

tion poesrble

W pages are mrssrng contact the unrversuty whrch granted the _

degree

' 'Some pages may have indistinct print especrally if the onglnal :
pages were typed with a poor typewriter ribbon o if the untver- ‘

» sity sent us an inferior photocopy

fy
—

Previously copyrighted matenals (}ournal articles publlshed ‘

tests, etc.) are not trlmed

Reprodut:tron in full or m part of thrs frlm is governed by the
Canadian Copyright Act, R.S.C. 1970, ¢. C-30. Please read
theauthonzatron forms which accompany-this thesis. .

R )

.

THIS DISSERTATION
HAS BEEN MICROFILMED -~
EXACTLY AS-RECEIVED

‘N 339 (. 88/09)

Brblrotheque nationale du Canada
. Direction du développement des cotlectrons

g

-~ e . : : =

Service. des theses ,canadiennes

AVIS

V La qualité de cette’ mrcroﬂche depend grandement de la qualité .

de’la thése soumise au mtcro_fj!mage Nous avons tout fait pour
assurer une c'tualite supérieure de reproduction.

s'it manque des pages, veuillez communrquer avec lumver
sité qui a conféré le grade B ,,,;

" La qualité d'impression de certaines pages peut laisser &
. désirer, surtoutsrlespagesonginalesontétédactylographiées

-4 l'aide-d'un ruban usé ou si I'université nous a talt parvenir'

- une photocopie de qualité inféneure

'Les documents qui font déjal' ob]et d'un drort d auteur (articles

_de revue, examens publiés, efc.) ne. sont pas mtcroﬁlmés

+

La reproduction merne partielie, de ce, microﬁlm eat soumrse
ala Lol canadienne sur le droit d'auteur, SRC 1. 970 c. C-30.
Veuillez prendre connaiésance des tormules d'autorisatton qui _

accompagnent cette thése. : . " -

LA THESE A ETE
- MICROFILMEE TELLE QUE
NOUS L'AVONS REGUE

.’ Canad"'i-



tee
‘\.‘\ ) »
-

Neiional Library
- of Canada

Bibliothéque nationale
du Canada

e

 Cdnadian Theses Division

N N 0
fQ/ZL%fﬁf”@aj e é746

/
i

e - 'rg

PERMISSION TO MICROFII.M —_ AUTmISﬁ'ION DE MICROFILMER

D-Y5-\A85 3 3

Division des theses canadgennes S ' ' . | g

r‘m‘

(lmr/ergnfﬁ of Aloer’(LéL

& Please print or type —_ Ecrire en lettres ‘moulées ou dactylographie; - . , ’
. . ;
Full Ngme of Author—-— Nom complet de I'auteur- 4
T/IQ/DC;E /eoﬁerf .Ja’me’g ‘
Date of Birth — Date de naissance. - o : Country of 'Birt'h —Lieu de naissance .- -
| M S, 198 3 Car\,ad‘cx" :
Permanent Adfress — Residence fixe . . ’ ' ' ’ ' - o
‘ @o“] [0lo] go\skqfc&\gwam JV\VC PR
FdW\o»\‘{‘on (A’\‘Oe'f%o\ ? o ,." ' RS
T6E 4R b | |
_ Title of Thesis — Titre de la these  , - o S . o
LI raom ch(og I anag! [O.V\'(‘@,C{‘ ( L\beo‘f"} AVY\Q\Hch\ .
- ‘ ST S, | ) L
Aesthetics I
‘ : N Y 2
VoL
o |
. ' . : i & 1
Umversnty = Université o

Degree for which thesis was presented ~— Grade pour lequel cette these fut présentée

Ph.D. -

4

Year thrs degree conferred — Annee d’'obtention de ce grade,

IQBS

Name of Supervrsor — Nom du drrecteur de thase

Dr Bﬁf{” prl\fnom '

[ , . ’a"

7Permnss:on rs hereby granted to the NATIONAL LiBRARY OF
CANADA to mlcrofrlm this thesis and to lend or sell copies of'
the film.

- The author reserves ‘other publlcatlon rights, and neltherzthe’
thesis nor extenane extracts from it-may be printed or other-
wise reproduced without the author's written permission,’

. -

|

s

-L'autorisation est, par la présente, accordée a la BIBLIOTHE-
. QUE NATIONALE DU CANADA de microfilmer cette thése et de
preter ou de vendre des exemplalres du frlm

L'auteur se reserve les autres droits de publication; ni la these
~ni de longs extraits' de celle-ci ne doivent étre imprimés ou
autrement reproduits sans I'autorisation écrite de I'auteur;

%
A

\

Date :

_T on uqru&

| Signature

NL-91 (4/77)

Tt ) A5

A



A . ; , )

‘ - 'THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA

. | i : -
- SR ), - | . .

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS' CONTACE

THEORY: - AMERICAN AESTHETICS

~ ROBERT JAMESQATTRIDGE

(RN : A THESIS .~
. f~éUBMIT$§P/thrnE FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES AND. RESEARCH
L PART;AL’FULFiLMENT OF THE REQUiﬁﬁMENTs’FbR THE DEGREE -
| «_ OF DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY | B

'

/

/ o
/ . o stom—
5 ™ s
/
B
' DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH
. \\\\‘ ' :
\;\
.
EDMONTON, ALBERTA -
SPRING, 1985



NAME OF AUTHOR:  Robert James Attridge :

THE UNIVERSITY” OF ALBERTH

R RELEASE FORM . = - * \

7 \

TITLE OF THESIS: '"Wiliiam(CarlosiWi ' Contact Theorv

3 "‘/ N
American Aesthetics )
DEGREE FOR WHICH THESIS WAS PRESENTED _Ph.D. ‘“\'

YEAR THIS DEGREE.  GRANTED: \1985 .

® 2

7 ‘: Permigsion is hereby grahﬂed to THE UNIVER%IfY OF

ALBERTA LIBRARY to reproduce single copies of ‘this thesis

_and to lend or sell such copies for private, scholarly or

DATED .

scientific research purposes only

The author reserves:other publicatiee rights, aﬁdT
neitherbthe‘thesis nor ektensivekegtrects from it may be .
pr;nted or qthefwise reprodUCedZWithoup the authd;'s

written permission. - ‘ -

K

(Signed)’ M‘@V/ jWC{J

'PERMANENT ADDRESS

. o : " #607 - 10101 Saskatchewan Drive
- ’ Edmonton, Alberta
T6E, 4R6 .

- * "

fV*Ln/¢lﬂf' ?5() /ﬁ?é%?V



o ) . \\ \ J‘:{;
N, o - THE UNIVERSITY OF ALBERTA -
' .
;
\ . . . . .
FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES AND RESEARCH _ \ -
' N . . ~

N & . A b N -
ey . . 3
e - . . N
o -, Y

The‘underSigned'certify that they have read, and'recommend to

)

the Faculty of Graduate. Studies and Research for acceptance, a thesis

\entitled "William Carlos Williams Contact Theory: . American Aesthetics

\\

submitted by . Robert James Attridge in partial fulfilment of the require—

ments for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.

*

@e,& Q.\ .G;zcl__

Supervisor




“D

4

To my parents

‘.
e
-

O



»

- ABSTRACT

u’ P
The purpose of this thesis is to demonstrat%f
he i A 3 “‘}/'
attempts to create and to promote American’ gﬂé N 15 aesthetic

) theory'is bas Jupon his view of»American history and'ideology. Myg

discussion ofl the contact theo beéins with a consideration‘of Williams'
contention that the United State , like all nations, must have its own

_cultural identity, and that this identity can be found only through
A e

‘contact with local conditions. American critical standards and American

N

art must, from Williams' point of view, be based wpon the artist's ability

to express his own experiences and his own locality, and consequently the-
icontact theory becomes an argument against Eliot and the Modernists'
subservience to traditiom.

In Chapter 2, I sh0w how Williams interpretation of American
history indicates to him that Amer}can criticism ané American art must
express the same revolutionary spirit that brought about America's
struggle for political independence. His view of American history also
leads'himﬂto believe, as 1 reveal in Chapter 3, that the pragmatic,
American view of knowledge is the artist s view and the modern viewzas
well. Individual truths, 1earned through one's own senses, are dhe odly
truths to ‘be known in thermodern world, where Einstein's theory of

relativity has shown that truth 1is relative to time and place and that

universal truth does not exist, making deference to a higher authority

than oneself a characteristic of the past.’

Chapter 4 is a discussion of the ways in which the American

v

'Kliheral—democratic ideology becomes, for Williams; the basis of a new
4\ "' ~
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relationship between the individual and the world 7f5und him--a relationship
in which, through sympathetic understanding and tolerance, the individua;
" denies his own will to have power.over things, in order to allow those

things to reveal theémselves to him. The environment, as I show in

I

I

I
.

Chapter 5, expresses itself through the poet when the poet hinself employs

the language spoken in his own culture. lBut the culturé is revealed not

.

’only in its own language, but alsef in the. very form of the expression,

political and social orﬁer,.in the modern world, is not imposed’ ':?
authority, but is derived from the situation of the people themselves,
and, according to the contact theory, as I demonstrate r\\Chapter 6, the
modern world can be expressed_only in forms that are derived from the
experience\ehat%%s being expressed and;not in forms dimposed upon:that

' experience'hy traditional values. n .

Williams himself generally uses the contact theory to advantage

——
L. -

in his own works and, as I show in Chapter 7, his work reveals a continuous

! ™
o3

struggle to find forms that will express his own experlence of Amerlca
and the modern World. But unfortunately the contact theory implies that
American ideology is the modern ideoiogy, and that anyone who does not
accept this ideology can be neither an intelligent man norha great artistl
What begins ashan argument for cultural relativism becomes a'chauvinistic
'glorification of Williams' own conceptTof Amerieca, limiting American

8
artists to this vision of America and modern artists everywhere to this

vision of the modern world.

vi
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N INTRODUCTION

. ) . "TO WRITE AMERICAN POETRY" -

.

And with a stick,
scratching within the littered field--
old plaster, bits of brick-~to find what 4
coming? In God's name! Washed out, worn
out, scavéngered and rescavengered--

Spirit of place rise from these ashes
repeating secretly an obscure refrain:

This is my house and here I live.
Here I was born and this is my office--

-~passionately leans examining, stirring
with the stick, a child following. .
(CEP, 1395)

o

¢

But bygtrhis approach, whi¢h I am trying to sketch, WHAT we
today, I believe, are trying to do is not only to disengage the
elements of the measure but ALSY to seek what we believe is
there: a new measure or a new way of measuring .. . a poem
that will be commensurate with the social, economic world in
which we are.living as contrasted with the/past that will
return us to our sense of reality in the goem. It is in many
ways a different world from the past callfing for different
"signs," "terms" of different scope, if le are to make that
which was recognizable in the terms of the past recognizable to
us today. We are nosing along a mysteribus coast-line and have
' not yet broached the continent. " An attdAtude toward it is all I
am proposing-~-I should not care to r mmend what Cortez did to
Mexico. ’ : , '
I speak of an approach to a possible continent, such poems
as would signalize a complete break with the‘p;st, fit to lay
beside the work of the past which they would thus affirm by
. thelr newnmess. 1
It is precarious territory.

Hugh Kennef, in The Pound Ema, calls ¥William Carlos Williams '"the best

theorist the Paris decade had."2 Ironically, at the beginning of what

Kenner calls '"the Paris decade," the decade of the 1920s, Williams was at



-

~home, in Rutherford, Newiﬁersey, ﬁractiéihg'medicine gnd editing, along

. with Robert McAlmdn, a little magazine called Contact; -in Contact Williams
[ - . ) . ‘ —_— H—————————

i

“and McAlmon state their concern for American art (a concern madé more

¥

. urgent because of the growing number oé:kmerican'artists who were leaving ' °

- the United States for Europe, and Paris in particular). ' As Maléolm .

 §owley, himself an expafriaté during the 1920s, exﬁlains, Americans‘of

that period had not_béenvtaught to vglgeytheir own heritage and their own

environment, but had learned instead about ancient history, European
geography, and @ngiish; not American, literature: ''Looking backward, I
feel that our whole training was involuntarily directed‘towérd destroying

whatever roots we had in the soil, toward eradicating owgr local and -
. R " - e L S ' S 3
regional peculiarities,: toward making-us homeless citizens of the world."

In\a theory that is‘an attempt té'explain why contact between the artist

and the immediate cohditions of his native-environment is a necessary

_part of th%_@rtistic pfocess,~Williams exalts American values in

L ‘ . - ot
a : o . : :
opposition to®the Values<of'Europe and of the past, and he combats.

teachings that justify expatriatism and glorify European cﬁlturé.'

From even before the time that Williams and McAlmon éxpress

“’their determination to give all their energy to "the settiﬁg up of new

-

vigors of artistic perception, invention and expression in the Unjted

States" (CI, 2, 12), until Williams' old age, wﬁén‘he tells John Thirlwall

oflhis wish ". . . to.use the words -we speak and to describé the world we Y

3

see, as far as it can b~ .one," Williams attempts to assert the cultural -

‘independence of America. In his own art he attempts- to find, by

=

"scratching "within the littered field," the "Spirit of place" (CEP, 395),

and ;o»celebrate "the local material",(Int, 71), and in his theory he

‘expresses his determination to establish "the American critical attitude":



@1, 3, 15).

Tﬁe contact theofy is,uthereEOre, the utterance of a working
~artist, not of.a philgéopher, and as such it is notlstrictly theoretical,
but'én elaborate approach to practice.as well. But Williéms;‘in étpémpting
to 5£stify his owﬁ'arﬁ and givé diréction to his creative energy, and in

- . L3 : _
attempting to'promotemthé kind of American art he was creating in response
to the‘arf of‘thé expatriatés; mistékenly apﬁlies ﬁo all'art,‘of‘whatever
culture, what hé HimSelf'considers to be an American standardhdf measure;
'Aithough Louis Simpsqn sgis:thatt”Wiliiaﬁé' argument ag;insﬁ éxpatriatism .
is‘noﬁ“chauvinisgié—éit i§ a matter of aéSthEﬁics,hs.Williamé'fview of
aesthetics- is, aé wiiliams‘himSélf‘admits, an American Qiew. Williams
séys‘thatbhé does-nét intend to become_ﬁspokesmaq for'any movement group
orAtheorf” (CI, 1, 1), énd that he’refuses,”to be respoﬁsiblé'ﬁgf teaching
anyonévhbw to write" (CI, 3, l4),‘butvhisiaﬁﬁempt.to'explain why §ontact
with a lqcélity is necessary in art becomes the expressioﬁ‘of an éésthetic_
. ) v //, . - .

theory tﬁat is based on’his view of the American liberal;_democratic

ideology revealed. in American attitudes . towards politics, philosophy, and

~ - science. Richard W. Ndland points out that In the American Grain (1925),;/
péfticu%i;}y, is "animated by the same nationalism that-produced Hart
“Crane's The Bridge (1930) and by. the same search for a 'usable past'-that

turned Van Wyck Brooks to the period of the flowering'of NeﬁvEngland."6

Unfortunately, Williams' call for loéali;m in art becomes a cail for-thé

expression Qf‘nation;l ideals, and uItimaté1y,‘éontfafy to Simpson's -

judgment; a.chauy%nistic promotion'of American ideoiogy as he seeé it.
"Ostensibly; the basis of the contact théofy is that the

. relatiohship between tHe artist apd'his subject_begins'with "the sensual

v

accidents of his immediate contacts" (CI, 4, 18), and, as long as those



,.r‘/ . o - _ - o 4
/

Ve

~¢éhtacts'tgke pléce in the artist;s own enﬁirbnment, the artist's
;nationaiity_ié of no conseﬁuence; Willi;ms and~McAlmon sfate that they
will "be Aﬁerican” éimplf»because they arev"of America;" andvthat théy
"will adopt ﬁo-aggréssive‘orAinferioflatfitude towérd 'imported .thought'’
or art"fxglj l,‘l).. Williams\céntends that hg wants\only to raise
Americah art from provincialism toba'position‘of equality with art of

other nétioné, and that fhis can be échieved only by creating "a Qholly

new literature" that is‘distinctlf Aﬁerican (E&, 138),_ He states that
ﬁBecause a tﬁ}ﬁg is American or related to the immédiate condition it is
not thérefore’to be preferred to the'finished'prQQpct of-another'cultureh
(SE, 154), ﬁq&, when ;efer?ing to'poets &ho‘he feelq are ﬁorth reading, ‘-'
he says, "English writers I éxciude axiométically" (SL, 132): Aﬁd while
he.argues‘that'contemporary artists need only put ”; sense of éontact,

" and of definite.personal realization into their work" (gl; 1, l); and

that critics andwartist must measure work "in contradistindtion tév
é£éndards of ébcial, mqral or Scholastic'values-;ﬁangovers from pasf
'geheragions no better equipped to ascertain value than we are";(gl)‘l, 1), .

2 -

Williams also éongendsvthat the modérn standafds are American. He séeS‘L
himself as "the product of a new country";and’"a chiiq of a new era.in
the Werd," aﬁd‘for’him both the new\countfy.and the new era necessitate
a break’from "the qld measurements" (§LJ 328). Accofding to Williams,'
‘the-new measure and the Americaﬁ‘measuré are based upon the expression of

contact beﬁween the artist and his locality, and the degree of contact is
revealed; in the, subject of the work, in the artist's attitude towards -
that subject, and in the form that the expression takes.

As Kenneth Burke points out, . Williams himself "persisted

unstoppablyY in writing and promoting the kind of work that'suited what

i



(’Burke calls 'the "doctrine of 'contact.'"7 In the American Grain (1925),

" Selected Essaysr(l954),.The Embodiment of Knowledge (1974), A Recognizable

Image: William Carlos Williams on Art and Artists (1978) the prose

sections of the works collected in Imaginations (1970), the journal
'

written_in 1923 and 1924 and published as Rome (1978), the letters, the

interviews, the uncollected essays; and even some of the poems themselves,

express an,"approach to the poem," as' Willlams himself entitles one of

‘his later essays. But referring to the title of that essay, Willlams

-

i
éés that his perspective is- ”basic but it is not the only approach to

ﬁhasizes tha.t he expresses 'an approach——not the approach " and he
the poem.'s' ‘In fact Williams encourages the development of other theories
because he believes that theyrare}necessary‘to the creation of the work
of art itself: "No man can live without a theory, and we are continually
being flooded with nem theories and new writers (Int, 32); He is
convincedlthat V.l. . w1thout a theory, as Pasteur once said, to unify 1t
a man's life becomes little more than an almless series of random and

repetltious gestures" (SE, 272).

Williams' own theory, thoudgh it is not found only in Contact

magazine, is embodied in the term "contact” and all the ramificatidhs
Williams gives to theﬂword that'hecame the title of three separate
magazines>with‘which he wasﬁassociated.' The first Contact, edite by
dWilliams and McAlmon, established the theory‘on which the cher/two were
based. ' The first version of Contact comsisted of fiue issuesQ;four

.issues appeared between December; 1920, and the summer of 192l; and the
fifth appeared in June, 1923 while McAlmoniwas living in Europe e

Contact was revived in 1932 forlthree more issues, this time with Williams

as editor, McAlmon serving as what Reed Whittemore calls "literary scout.



»
abfoad,fgﬁand the addition of gathanael West to the editorial board. Tne
third incarnation of Contact, with Williams aetingvas"advisory editor in
the‘early stages, was published in San Francisco a ﬁ ran for twenty-one
issues between 1958 and 1965. The first issue of Contact (San Francisco)
IR : - ST ’ " S
is dedicated te’Williams, reprints his ''Comment" from the Febtuary, 1932,
: Y ’ ' ’ . N )
issue of Contact, and includes a new article by Williams entitled "The
Contact.Spoty.”

v

.In his autobiography; Wi}liams states that McAlmon, a young‘mén'

I3 . - v

—,

fron the nidweet]whqm he had'met af a party in New York.ingl9i§, wds "the
:instigator in the Contact idea"‘(A l75).v iﬁ ”Tﬁe Coneacﬁ Story,"
Willlams again credies McAlmon with the idea of a new magazine, the name
of whlch "was to’ signalize a new\eoncept of 11fe among the literatl,
about the denizens of the moderns\\?xh whom we were acquainted, in whom

~1a§¥ of contact with life was.most typieai\ n our opinion—--from the type

of things'tney wereveeeking{to publish" (CIII, I 958],'752.' Several '
crifics,‘including Dickraanashjian; argue that the tit of Contace.
nagazine "alluded‘to‘the 'contact'’ an airplane*makes with the ea
landing.”lo But McAlmon himself says that "'"The editors of Contact can
shoulder no responsibility for assumptions regarding their meaning not
based on<whaﬁ nhey,:&ith a fair degree of clarity, have said" (g;, 4,'16),
and nothing that‘either Williams or HcAlmon»did'say had anything te do
with airplanes.

Nof can it be said that McAlmon played a crucial role in
deﬁermining;ot expressing . the contact thebry; williams, thtouéh his
conneetiens with the Imagists; the Others greup;7and Alfred'étieglitz,
had been»developing ;he theory since long before he met McAlmon, and he

espoused the theory for the rest of his life,‘whefeas NcAlmonvleft

-



America; never again to express any aesthetic-theory; ‘As Vivienne’Koch
points out in the first critical book devoted to Williams wqu, Williams
had been trying, during the decade before 1920 to establish his own
'_attitudes and perspectives on literature and literary theory, and to

revaluate existing ‘theories, so "his editing of Contact must hdve

o1l

sharpened his focus f0r such revaluation . Williams had in .

fact, published several comments about literary theory before Contact

appeared, and despite Williams' regard for McAlmon the ideas expounded by

zilliams and McAlmon in Contact are, as even McAlmon s biographer, Sanford

oller, must admit, "characteristically Williams's."12

In l920.Williams was thirtydseven years old. He .had been
associated with the Imagist movement and with several little maga21nes,
predominantly Others, before he met McAlmon in 1919 The title of
- "Vortex," an essay written in 1915, reveals at least the remnants of Ezra
POund's'influence on Williams, but the essay itself outlines several

ideas that are independent of Pound, and that might be considered early’
. _ , c A

foundations of the contact theory:

I will express my emotions in the appearances: surfaces,
sounds, smells, touch of the place in which I happen to be.
‘ I will not make an effort to, leave that place for I deny
. that I am dependent on any place.
T will not write differently now or at a hundred except as
I am different and I will not‘yalue one part of my .life more
.than another; therefore I shall not judge myself by a single
standard that is not varied by time. (ARI, 58)

Williams cdncern witb sensory contact'with the life oﬁ the place in

. % )
which he lives, 1ncluding the language of that place, his belief that the
inspiration for art can be found in any place, and his concern with

standards set by the conditions of time and place{.conditions which

determine how the writer will write-~determine, that is, the shape of the

P



work itself--are evident in "Vortex," and become part of the contact

[ ' w
-theqryi
e In~ the years just prior to 1920 New\York had its own avant-

.

garde, and Williams was a. part of this group o artists who were trying

© to promote the development of artistic expression in America. He became;
- a iegnlarvvisitorvto Alfred Stieglitzls gallery .ggi, and a reader of

;Stieglitz's:magazine, Camera Work.13 He became involved also w1th a group:.
of writers including Marianne Moore, Wallace Stevens, Mina Loy,. and -

Alfred Kreymborg, who became known collectively as "the Others group"

-

. because of their association with Others magazine American little
magazines such,as\koetry, Poétry Journal The Little Rev1ew, and Others

\ ) T -

e
all accepted Submissions from Williams, and theywbecame models for hlS

own concept of ‘what a- little magazine should be. Of these magazines,

Others.is perhaps most important to the study of Williams_because it is

 the one with which Williams becamelmost‘stronglv associated.

Others magazine had as its.motto a single sentence: ''The old
expressions are with us always, and there are always others." As the

title of the magazine indicates, its editors\were concerned with the

a”others;" the new expressions. The first issue of Others appeared in

*July, 1915, and from that time forth Williams became an increasingly
important member of the group that met at Kreymborg's home, and Kreymborg

acknowledges that "Among the first contributors to Others, no person gave

as much of himself as Bi11l Williams nlé But Williams began to feel that

Others was not. selective enough——that it had no real guiding principles

by which'to conduct the selection process——and he objected'to the

2

attempt to present a blank page to Tom, Dick and’ Harry with the invitatdon

to write a. masterpiece upon it. ”15
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Consequently, in 1919 Williams single—handedly "blasted\but of
existence" the magazine that he had helped to found. 1In 'an article in
‘which he discusses the little magazines of the time,:he says that Othefs
had "grown inemitably\to be a lie, like emerything else that has been a

" and he insists that a new magazine is needed--a

magazine that has ''a new conception from the bottom up."lp Although

truth at one time,

several members of "the Others éroup" became’contribufors.to Contact
which appeared only a year after Others ceased publication, Williams'
comments about Otherstand other little magazines indlcate that he felt a
new magazine‘needed a strong theoretical base which he, not McAlmon, gave
to Ccntacc; |

But perhaﬁs the beét evidence of Williams' dominant influence’
in the formulation of the contact theofy is the continuation of the
maga21ne itself‘after McAlmon left America in 1921, 17 and Williams' own
B pfomotioniof coqiact, unaided by McAlmon "Contact was to exploit fhe
geniuelof»one dfxits editors but that genius, unfortmnately for the
magazine, led him amocher way. This was not, however,‘the end ef the
Genture" (CII, I, 88).. While McAlmon, as. Robert E..Knpli poihts out,
"wandered from city to city, from culture to cuiture" trying to write a
"transcontinental novei,"lB,Williams became, in Paui Mariani's opinion,
,increasihgly obsessed with sensual contact with the.immediate locality:
"Over the next thirty years Williams.wéuld retufn-tO-this subject with
increasing insistence, his shrillness becoming more noticeable as his
despair over his country's indifference to an indigenous culture»became

f - 19 . { .
ever more apparent." Mariani even goes so far as to say that ".

contact had always been everything to him."20

Although McAlmon founded the Contact Publishing Company in
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Paris and during the 1920s published\such‘writers as Gertrude Stein, -

Ernest Hemingway, James Joyce, and Williams, he did not continue to
expound the theory of contact, and unlike Williams he did not continue -to
) . .

write about art and literature. McAlmon produced some excellent short

stories, particularly those in Distinguished Air (Grim Fairy Tales)

(1925), which are set in Berlin during the Weimar Republ;c. He also

wrote poetry, including The Portrait of a Generation (1926) and North

America, Continent of Conjecture (1929), and perhaps the best account of

expatriate life in Europe during the 1920s, Being Geniuses Together
P < _

e ‘)‘ ) .
(1938).21‘ But almost without exception McAlmon's published works were

written while he was an expatriate, and by leaving America McAlmon had
broken one of contact's essential tenets.

Williams, in a letter to Amy Lowell shortly after McAlmon's
departuré, laments tﬂe distance placed between himself and McAlmon--a

~distance not only of space but of attitude as well:

o

I wish I had the boy back with me and not. lost there abroad, to
no good purpose I feel sure. My God, have we not had enough
Pounds and Eliots? The Sacred Wood is full of them and their
air rifles. But perhaps Bob will do better. He will do better
only on condition that he comes back to América soon.

I must confess that I am heartbroken. (§£, 51)

The importance of McAlmon's friendship with Williams must not bebbeli;tled,
but McAlmon's contribution to the contact theory cannot be’ considered
essential. ‘Ultimately, Paul Mariani's assessment of the matter seems
sound: '"For a While,'then, in the fall of 1920 and the winter of '21,
Williams had someone he could trust to understand what he was after in

| Coar w22 |
terms of an American culture.

In a sense,‘Williams' struggle for American culture is merely a

continuation of the battle that has raged in America for as long as

P
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America itself has been settled by European immigrants--the battIe

between factions that Philip Rahv calls the ''redskins,'" who want an

' who see America as

indigenous American literature, an@fthe "palefaces,'
. 23

an extension of the tradition of western civilization. Williéms‘
" himself recognizes that this split has aiways been a part of American
consciousness, but he sees the cultural element that looks toward-Europe

. being 'retrograde in its tendency,"

whereas the other is '"forward-looking
but under a shadow from the first" (SE, 35), What Williams seeks, then,
is a victory for those who pursue an indigenous American art, so ‘that -

American art might be taken out of the shadow of Nopean tradition.

-

.Williams'recbgnized that the expatrij ement of the 1920s -

was not a simple matter of a change of scene; Williams saw it as a .
movement away from American cultural values. Cowley's view of the

o

expatriates, in Exile's Return, perhaps indicates that Williams' fears

for the future of an iﬁdigenous American art were justified: "At last
hundreds and thousands of tﬁem became veritable exiles; Iiving‘in Paris
or the South of Ffanée and adhering to a theory of a;t‘which held that
the creative artiét is‘agsolﬁéely'independent of all localities, naﬁions,
or;classes."24 But while Williams disapproves of this’lack of concern

for "loéalism,' which is almost s?nonymous, for Williams, with
) ”Americaniém,” his great fear is that Americans will adopﬁ the values
;expoungéd by T. S. Eliot.

ﬁliot; along with Eéra Pound, advocated traditional values that
Williams felt were more Eurépgan than Amerfian. Williams believed that
tradition should not be a factor in the creation or judgment of art and,

in Contact, Williams and McAlmon say that they "as thoroughly dislike a

modern traditionalism as any manner of perceiving the arts" (CI, 1, 1).
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aul/Mariani points out, Williams began to criticize Eliot after the

appearance of Prufrock and Other Observations (1917),25 though Williams'

most infamous attack on Eliot, in his autobiography, is in reference to

The Waste Land, which was published in 1922 and which_williams considered

to be nothing less than traitorous:

Then out of the blue The Dial brought out The Waste Land and
all our hilarity ended. It wiped out our world as if an .atom
bomb had been dropped upon it and our brave sallies into the
unknown were turned to dust. .

To me especially it struck like a sardonic bullet. I felt
at once that it had set me back twenty years, and I'm sure it
did. Critically Eliot returned us to the classroom just at the
moment when I felt that we were on the point of an escape to
matters much closer to the essence of a new art form itself--
rooted in the locality which should give it fruit. I knew at

5 once that in certain ways I was most defeated.

Eliot had turned his back on the possibility of reviving
my world. And being an accomplished craftsman, better skilled
in some ways than I could ever hope to be, I had to watch him
carry my world off with him, the fool, to the enemy.\\(é, 174)

An understanding of Eliot, then; is crucial to an understanding of

Williams' theory because in Eliot Williams sees the incarnation of all

that he is fighting against. Williams sees Eliot as his most influential

foe, with whom he is battliﬁg for control of American letters:

THE TRADITIONALISTS ‘OF PLAGIARISM try to get hold of the
mob. They seize those nearest them and shout into their ears:
Tradition! The solidarity of life! .

The fight is on: These men who have had the government of
the mob through all the repetitious years resent the new order
Who can answer them? (SA, 97-98)

*
The contact theory is, therefore, in its call for a revolution .

against the old order based in England, and its establishment of a new
order that is not oan'based locally but has as its fundamental governing
principle the agﬂ/;pt to stay in contact with immediate conditions, the

expression of Williams' desire to create American art that is independent
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éf Europe in the same way tHat the United States is an independent nation,,
and a way to find order that is indicative of the Americén attitude
towarq; the nagure of political power and.the right go govern. But the
theory is also, in its struggle for a néw order, an argument against the
Modernist criﬁicalleétéglishmeqp; in its emphasiﬁ on the artist's
expression of his persoﬁal experiences of his own locality,”its opposition.
to monism, its cél;bfor sympathy and télerance towards all things, aﬁd
it§ concern for bpenness and multiplicity of formé, the contact theory
sets ‘itself in oppoéition to the Modernism of Eliot. And thle‘Modernism

v

is, as Iris Murdogh says, subject to "'dryness' (smallness, clearness,

self—contaiuedness),"26 Williams, in combatting this "dryness,'" is guilty

S ) 9 K .
of overstatement and of the "messy" / emotionalism and revolutionary zeal
that turn & n for locality and nationality into chauvinism.

However, although Eliot is the enemy,28 the roots of the

revolution, and the basis of the’"new order," according to Williams, aré

to be found in Americén history ahd Ameriéan’literary history. In In the

d: fa)

"American Grain, Williams gives Edgar Allan Poe credit for being ''a genius

intimately shaped by his locality and time" (IAG, 216) and for being in
oppésitibn to those who "concerned poetry with literaéure" instead of>
»witﬁ life (iég, 221). Williams praises Poe's "Lonéfellow and Other
Plagiarists" as a ﬁajor document iﬁ_the struggle "to have 'culture' for
America by 'finding' it, full blown--somewhere' (IAG, 224), but

unfortunately he omits Whitman from In the American Grain, his study of

the American historical figures who he feels were crucial to the
development of an American ideology; yet Williams does see Whitman as the

quintessential American poet, and in fact he states that "Whitman created
29 | ‘

the art in America':



/““"\

\\ 14

N\

\

. \
I think there is only one major lead--I think our one major
lead, as Americans, 1s to educe and exploit the significance of
Walt Whitman's formal excursions: And nothing else!

In America we had and still have an unformed, more or less
anonymous language which, among our writers, Whitman was the
first to perceive and to act upon with firmness and decision--
to break down the old forms. This was the first step in our

 regeneration, in our formal regeneration. To _a large extent,
unfortunately, it has been to date, our last.

Williams intention, then, is to take up the battle for an indigenous

American poetry where Whitman had Jleft it, and %here no other American

-

poet since Whitman had ventured.. Co. -~

As Mariani points out, Williams believes that Whitman's

. a . -
contribution to American poetry is 'in the bold breaking with the English

tradition,"3l and Williams himself says that the major American "heritage“

v

frem Whitman is in "the break he instituted with traditional forms of the
poem."32 The breakdown of o0ld forms must, according to Wifliams, have
greater goéls in Eighé, and the primary goél must bé to find a new way to
find form: '"In the poém a rebellion against older forms means nothing
unless, finaliy, we have a new form to substitute for that which haé
become empty from the exhaustion of its means" (SE, 272). Therefore
Williams believes that Whitman "barely scratched‘\the‘surface"33 in the
devglpﬁmeht of American poefry becausé he did no; develop a way to govern.
thé form of the poem itself,,and,"thé;e never has been any positive value
' i

in the form or lack of form known as free verse . . ." (SE, 272):
No verse can be free, it must be governed by some measure, but
not by the old measure. There Whitman was right but there, at
the same time, his leadership failed him. The time was not
ready for it. We have to return to /some measure but a measure

consonant with our time and not a mode so.rotten that it stinks.
(SE, 339)

In his attempts to discover'.a way to govern the making of a
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poem, Williams uses a political analogy in which free verse is seen as

, 34
"verse whose proper structure escapes a man's efforts to control {t'':

The thing is that "free verse' since Whitman's time has led us
astray. He was taken up, as were the leaders of the French
Revolution before him with the abstract idea of freedom. It
slopped over into all our thinking. But it was an idea lethal
to all order, particularly to that order which has to do with
the poem. Whitman was right in breaking our bounds but, having
no valid restraints to hold him, went wild. He didn't know any
better. At the last he resorted to a loose sort of language
with no discipline about it of any sort and we have copied its
worst feature, just that.

The corrective to that is forgetting Whitman, for
instinctively he was on the right track, to find a new
discipline. Invention is the mother of art. We must invent
new modes to take the place of those which are worn out.

(SE, 339) ‘ |

» ’

Williams' determination "to infuse Americans with the étrengtﬂ and purity
of their o&n traditions which are lying all about us unused,"3§ which he
expressed.as early as 1910, becomes a determination to find a way t§
govern the making of a poem; a way thgf hé seés wili be in opposition to
the old order. But if Whitman eggmplifies the American tradition, that
tradition itself is the breakdown of traditional forms, sb Wiliiams
maintains that "the only way to be like Whitman is to write unlike

Whitman.' He emphasizes the distinction between maintaining the

democratic spirit of Whitman and writing like Whitman: '"Be a Whitman, if
n36

you will, only please, if you love your kind, don't write like Whitman.

Williams himself, iboking back at the period after 1913, states:

As T have said before, this was a period of finding a poetry of
my own. I wapted order, which I appreciated. The orderliness

of verse appealed to me-—as it must to any man--but even more I
wanted a new order. I was positively repelled by the old order
which, to me, amounted to restriction. (IWWP, 18)

He acknodledges the need for "Some measure yes, but a new one' (EK, 145),

and he sees this as the condition of the modern world itself: ''the search
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of the modern world qor 'a new measure, a new way of measurlng
> . :
In’ Contact Wllllams expresses his understandlng that there ‘must

1

be a "motive power behind.all composition (C1, 5, 2), a rdtlonale behind
the very existence of the work and the form that work takes. Wllllams

own ratlonale is based on. hlS view of the "philosophical and psychlc

b

qunderpinnings” (SL, 227) pf America itself. Williams, as the title of an

early essay 1ndicates, wishes ”To Write Amerlcan Poetry,' which, as he

v

vexplalns late in his llfe,vls to celebrate Amerlca in language and forms.

that egpressgAmerica itself:

I always, wanted to write a poem celebrating the local material.
.+« +» I wanted to- celebrate the material in a ‘dignified way--*
_ ~not dignified for heaven know t was not dignified--but, to.use -
- only the material that concq{§2é the locale that I occupied,
‘ that I do occupy still, to Have no connection with the European
"world, but to be purely American, to celebrate it as an
American. (Int, 71)+ . —

It is on this issue, tHe attembt’to?f{éd an American .way to govern the -
making of a poem, that Williams' theorizing ceases to be merely a

continuation of ‘the battle between the palefaces;and the redskins, but

'

critics have failed to recognize how Williams' conception of "Americanism"
governs not'only‘his own art but his aesthetic theory as well.
In 1922, writingrnnder the pseudonym of ‘W. C. Blum, James

Sibley Watson compares Williams' attempts to ''ripen a new literature" in

.

the United States with Pound's 'remedy," which is ”to'parse all the

1"

classics, ancient and modern," and Van Wyck Brooks' desire 'to improve

our morals and let art come as an inconsiderable afterthought.” But
'Watson does not‘recogniZe how ". . . a givenwpiece of writing shows"
: ' . o ;38 o

contact with the writer's environment."”  Later critics, however, have

seen that the contact between an artist-and his particularicultural
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envlronment is expressed<in both 'the form and the content of the work of
. art itself. Rod lownley believes, justifiably, that the sentence |
concluding the first issue oflContact (""We believe that in the perfection‘
'offthatVCOntact is.the beginning not only of the'COncept of art_among us
but‘the key to the technique also") is "a profound and germinal key to'a

new poetry "3 As early as 1957, in an unpublished Ph.D. 'dissertation

P
e

entltled Wllllam Carlos Williams" Image of America, Joseph Evans Slate

"
.

indicates that .-Williams esthetic theory is always related to kls

. . . - . . \
view of America . . . ," and that this view "explains much of his art,\i%
. : B . 4

- Y

, 3 ' 40 JP ' G
form as well as content''; however, Williams' reasons for advocating \
_contact with a. particular cultural environment, and the way:that he . \

%@Lleves contact with America can produce 'a wholly new llterature have

- - : a

not been evaluated by Slate or by any other critic, even though the

importance-of such an evaluation was stressed.by“Willlgbs‘himself; who

told one critic, . only by an understanding of my 'theory of the

poem’ will you be able to reconcile my patent failures with whatever T

Y v ; :
have done that seems worthwhile” (sL, -286).

Williams' motives, his goals, and his‘rationale have never been

!

thoroughly examined. Unfortunately, the catchwords "antipoetic," "free -

;

on

verse, reglonallst," and "primitive," which Alan Ostrom refers to

. ’ . D o )
di'sparagingly in The Poetic World of William Carlos Williams, continue to

plague Williams.a; Even Kenneth Burke, Williams' friend, calls him "our

"

most distinguished neariderthal man. But Burke himself explains. that he

means only that Williams desires to "go back to the source,”42 to the
environment and the things of the environment. Williams is, from this
. E D 7 ’ .

perspective, part of the long Adamic tradition of American literature as -

.it has been mappedIOut by critics such as Roy Harvey Pearce and

‘e
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* R. W. B.'Lewis.43

Ld
This atﬁempt to "go back to the source" does not, despite
Williams' own statements against philosophy, indicate that Williams lacks

N

a vision that is informed by a system of values.  Joseph N. Riddel
regards Williams' method of expréséi%?; his "bursts of rhetorical
cqppradictionsﬁhich postured as pﬁilosbphicgl discourse but which revealed

' as evidence

a naivetéd a;d lack. of rigor that repels éysteﬁatic’tﬁimkers,'
that Williams" poetry is not "in-formed by an assuméd or received system .
or Vision;"44 Aside from a short "M;nifestoﬁ<published in. Pagany in

1930',45 in which, aS‘éadllMariani says, Williams "'stressed ohée again the

_very thing he'd emphasized in editing Contget ten years before,‘”46 he

-

does not éystematically draw:up a programmé for American art--but he does,
haQe a decipherable‘theory néverthéless;. Williams mﬁét, of‘coursé, be
hei& responsible for hié "messy" prbse z;;1e-4foi what~are'?fteﬁ ambiguous
and obEUse statements in hisvwriting,‘for’senteﬁces that dq/ndt complete

a thought and that end without punctuation. As Charles Doylevpoints out,

e qqa . L L an . 47 L
Williams has an "instinct to '"write carelessly'" in his poems, but this
desire to capture the immediacy of the moment is a part of:Williams'.

thedfetical-npﬁroach, and it’is part of the fechnique used in Wfiting the
tﬁeory itself.
ﬁecause the theory itéelf is exﬁreSéed in an unsystematic and -
fragmentary manner, several critics have tou¢hed upon asgects ofiﬁhe
. conﬁagt_theory without analyzing'all ofbit. J. Hillis Miller's.chapter'

on Williams in Poets of Reality: Six Twentiéth—Century"Writers, though .

. it focuses primarily on the consequences of Williams' '"sensual contact"

with his‘environment, remains a seminal work. Miller views the theory in

" the light of other twentieth-century literature, and he sees Williams’
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work existing in a "new space;'" "a space in which things, the mind, and

" This intimacy is made pOSSlble,

according to Miller, because of a "return to earth " and because of - the

. o . o 48 ;o
abandonment of the sense of distance between things. Miller recognizee
that Williams' "resignation to existence' makes possible also "the
ll.

disappearance of a’distinction between subject.and object,'" ‘creating "a

new understanding of reality."49 But while Miller points out one of the ‘
effects of the contact theory, he does not consider the rationale behind
the .theory itself.

Allan Ostrom, in The Poetic World, of William Carlos’Williams,

does attempt to study: Williams theory "by assembling and inspecting his
statemerts of esthetic,” 50 but his study, like Miller's, relies on

Williams' books available in the early 1960s, which do not include many

of the important statements made in little magazines and in‘The Embodiment

of Knowledge (1974). .Ostrom begins with the premise that, "Underlying

and informing all of Williams work is his complex of ideas. about the

nature of art and art's relation to the well-being of both the indiVidual

~and society,” but he incorrectly interprets this complex of ideas'" as a

tenet "identical to the ideas of Pound, Eliot, and Stevens. Sl He thus
fails to express how American ideology, as Williams-sees it, governs

Williams' aesthetics and distinguishes his approach from the approaches

taken by other writers.

The one piece of criticism that focuses on the theory of

contact, a chapter in Dickran TashJian s Skygcraper Primitives Dada and

the American Avant—garde 1910- 1925 reveals a narroﬁ .1f not entirely

incor€2ct, view of Williams' theory, and perhaps a false view of Dadaism

as well. Tashjian sets out to reveal the influence of Dadaism on

?
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American art. He states that Williams took avradical, "anti-art'" stance,

like the Dadaists: . o : #”;ﬂ,ﬂ/,-/f”/”’.

Williams' anti-art sentiments articulated in Contact implied
the course he would take in his poetry,- treadlng an anti-art
line between the temptations of European tradition and
innovation, on the one hand, and the artistic obtuseness of
"American, on the other. In order to liberate his own poetic
impulses, he fmund he had to take a radical stance:”

Tashjian argues that the only reason Williams did not call himself a

Dadaist is that Dadaism was a French movement-and Williams was dedicated

to "contact with the local environment in terms of particular experience':

Although his values obviously approximated those of Déda, they
were embodled in-a theory of contact which, by its very nature,
had to reject Dada as a foreign movement. -Otherwise, American

artists would proguce a second hand Dada in an incongruous
cultural milieu. »

v | _

Tashjian is correct in his beliéf that3Williamé did not>&aﬁt.to create

. second-hand Dada, and Williams did agree with Duchamp that anything could

become art, if the artist could reveal the object in a -new light--perhaps

simply by diséociating ﬁhat thing from its utiliiarian value. Tashjian

is correct also in his view of Williams' concern with the local conditions.

But Wiltiams' theory cannot be related to the nihilistic spirit. of Dada.

Williams did rebel against the tyfanny of”models from the’pgst;

particulariy>European models, but he broke from the past only to be able

to build in the preSént,_and»his constant concern is, '"Have we broken -
dowm enBugh? Are we ready to build?"ssl
. The critical confusion regarding Williams'.tﬁeqry is evident,

then, in the wide diversity of what is largely unsubstantiated opinion

about it. In fact; Webster Schott, in his introduction to Imaginationé

(1970), denies that Williams even has a theofy: "It_was an ‘art- so



J; . ) N
- . \‘

& .21,

embeddéd in his own personality and<manner of living even Williams could

" never translategit into a coherent‘system ofbaesthetics readily available}
to others."56"Hyatt Waggoner'dismiSSes Williams' theorizing by saying
that ". . .‘Williams'"constant pronouncements on poetry and poetics~aref
almost never - of such quality as would force usto. take them serlously

”57 and Yyor Winters caustically dismisses Williams himself by

calling him "a foolish and ignorant man, but at moments a fine stylist n>8
These harsh opinions are, however, in direct contrast to. Kenner's
- impression of Williams as a theorist and to Steven Ross Loevy's Judgment:
”Clearly, the program for American ‘poetry Charles Olson declared nearly
30 years later in 'Projective Verse,' drew uponfmany of the central
Contact ideas" (R, 3). - But none of these opinions can be either accepted
- \ _ ' R . ,
or denied Without an,understanding and an evaluatioh:of the_theory.itself;
"and the premises on which it is based |
Although Williams has very definite views about aesthetics, his
opinions; enpressed in random-fragments over a sixty—year period, are in
numerons littlermagazines and_collec;ions;k To say that it 1s necessary
to "translate" Willidms' comments into "a coherent system of aesthetics"
. XL
is in itself to 1nd1cate that there are serious problems for anyone,
artist or critic, wishing to apply the theoryi yet the contact theory
doeS»require exposition. ?rom the fragments, patterns of thought:emerge,
and it becomes evident that Williams tries to rationalizeohis own views
on art, even though he says his is only "an approach," bp claiming that
his is the perspective-of‘all artists, of Americans, and of the modern
‘morld. His desire "fo Write’American Poetry" is giﬁen expression in a
theory that, while pnrportinglto justify the presentation of the artistfsp

contact with his own locality, reveals an insidious Aperican chauvinism:
. ‘ . _ s .

w4
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ﬁhat hurts its own cause.

The first principle of the céntact‘theory'fesfs on Wiliiams'
»view of the relaﬁionship of art, cﬁiture; and locality. Williams afgues
that cpitural relativism (;heiuniqueness and_edq lityJof'all cultﬁres),
and the comﬁbnality of ﬁﬁe human spirit, beéomenevidentiwhen artists
‘reveai their:actual ex?erieﬁcgs, which take place in théir native
envifonments. He ¢ontends tha; é;gaﬁ art‘is'based'on life in the
eﬂ?irpnmeﬁt of its creator, and he wishes to ﬁroduce ana to judge art on
this bééié? ndt on fraditional st;ndards andiclasgical models. Bofh |
éulturebandFﬁrt‘are, ffoﬁ fhisvperspective, detérmiﬁed primérily by plgce.

.

But contfary'to his own viéﬁ of thelimportance of piace in
determining_cultufe, Williams récdgﬁizesféhat cglture involves idéology——
‘th%f body of.doctrine, myth, énd ideas abéut hum;n‘life and Culturé which
cOnstitutes a socibpoliticai program. America,.ﬁhen, is .not only anﬁla;e;
it is a con;épt'as well: Williémsf owé opinion aﬁout American, ideology,
as he'admits, is not unbiased; he is‘blaténtly chau?inistic in hié
optimism.aboutiﬁﬁerican ideology, if‘not about America itself. He
e%plainé how, in Américan.ideology, the value piacéd upon democracy,
equalify, and liBerty, promotes tolepanc;.ahd genies prejudice;
‘paradoxically, howevér, at the same time he contends that theée_vélues
are‘part,of tﬂe best and the most hqmane-ideplogy in thé world.v And
despite his owh arguﬁént that’Americans rely upon their own experien of
a placé ;étﬁer than upqn a:conéepf of what thaﬁ élate ié, Williams is
unswerving_invhis opiﬁipn fﬁat his doptept of America i; the correct one,
. and that American ideology is‘the only trdly ﬁodern ideology.  America,

.in Williams' cénCeptioﬁ of it, 1is noﬁ only the New World, a place distinct

RS

" from the old world in Europe, it is alSO,‘becausewof its ideological



j emphasis on experience and on immediacy, a world forever new.

Aside from keeping Americans in touch with the changing world
'American ideology, Williams says, gives Americans other advantages: in
its emphasis on a pragmatic approach to the, world the denial of
intellectual conceptualization in favor of knowledge.gained tnrough
experience, American ideology is not only the modern ideology,
substantiated by Einstein'’ s theory of relativity which Williams says
eliminates the possibility_of\any static philosophy,sg‘it is also the
1 approach taken by all ar;isté. Again Williams, against his own aovice,
oases his argnment on concepts--ooncepts of how an artist approaches ‘the
world, of wnat America is; and oi what the modern world is--but in his
argument%itself,:knowledge is seen asaa function of the §Enses, and
intelligence becomes virtually indistinguishable from imagination.

, Ignoring hié‘own call for liberty and toleranee, he makes contact with
'ohe local environment a prerequisi;e oﬁ American'art, and of all modern
art, fegardless of the culture it expresses.

But in.what is, when applied to other artists and their art; a
limited and narrOW'aoproach, Williams finds for nimself a unique and
valnable attitude towards the relationship betmeen the artist and the
subject of his work--a new relationship through which the artist‘BfeS\nts
not a reflection of that subject but, by.being in gsympathetic contact

"

with it, its own self-image. Throngh "sensual contact,'" a descent into

the world to become a part of it, denying the will to have power over it,

Williams attempts to allow the world to reveal itself to him; the artist
and the subject act together to produce the work of art.

. - : ,
In literary arts, this self-image is expressed through language,
\ .

which Williams contends has the power to:freate a world based upon the
. . . \(" ' .

N N i

) /
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actual world, if there is the "essential contact between words and the
locality that breeds them" (CI, l 10).. ' He argues that because America
has had a languaée imposed upon it, the English language, Americap
writers must attempt to "cleanse' words by emphasizing -the relationship
between words and things and by stressing the dissimilarities, rather
than the Simllarities, of things themselves

,Form, too, in the contact theory, beeomes the unique expression
of its subject--the embodiment of the enpe;ience it contains, in the
language of the locality an& the form suited to the situation depicted.
Unfortunately, Williams.determines that ofganic form, whieh is determined
by that wnieh it expresses, is not onlyhthe American wsy eo govern form
(form that is neitner entirely free nor .subjugated by restrictive
conventional.ferms), but the modern way as well. Again ignoring both»his
-own arguments for cultural relativism and'his own call for liberty, he
imnoses his view of American‘forms on all American a;tists; and his view
of modern forms on artists evefywhere. Althongh "thewimpsct of experience"
can'suggest form, and‘althbugh Williams uses unconventional forms from
the period-of'the first Contact magazine un;i{ the end Qf his life,
organic form isbnet, as Williams says it is, the form necessitated by the
modern world.

Ultimately, because Williams equates America with the modern
world American ideology becomes for him}the only ideology that can
express modern seqsibility. He gives ne indicapien that he recognizes
the limitations of the'Americansdemecratic ideology, or thet in advocating
the local in art erd;olitics he 1is being anything except liberal and just.

He fails to see that his attitudes are valid only from within the

American ideological position itself. Williams has succeeded in creating .



—?

an aesthetic theory which is suited to American ideology as he sees it
and which serves his own purposeé as an artist, but hid very success in

creating an American aesthetic is the limitation of the theory itself.

25



.- CHAPTER 1

"THE IMPORTANCE OF PLACE": ART,
CULTURE, AND LOCALITY P
Before anyiof the,arguments begih they must be placed, for from
place, a place, begins everything--is in fact a place.
Synchronously occupied- by everything and at the same time space
itself--nothing but. Before science, philosophy, religion,

ethics--before they can begin to function--is a region
unsusceptible to argument. (EK, 130)

Dickran Tashjian claims that Williams is "antagonistic, in short, tbwards

/
/

culture,”l but Williams' hostility is actually directed against .the belief
that culture itself or the conventions of art‘;an be transported from one‘
place ﬁo another or from-one age to anéther. Whereas Eliot differentiates
between the term "culture' as it is used to express 'the way of life of a
particular»people living together in one place,”2 and as it is used to
speak of "European culture,”3 which he says is based on religion épd'a
common heritége, "the literature of Roﬁe,.of Greece and of Israef,”4
Williams simplistically focuses only on the liviﬁg culture of;a

particﬁlar place, and undervalues the rolebthat interchange amongst
varidhs culthres plays in determining the culture of any place.
Consequently, while Eliot bases h;s views on art on the "suggestioﬁ" that '
every art in the European tradition contains "the same three.elements: a8
the local traditioﬁ,,the common European trédition,gand the iﬁfluenée of
thé art of one European <country upoﬁ aﬁother,”5 Williams attempts to

create art that is the expréésiqn of his locality, and to judge art on

the basis of its expression of the artist's experienc~ of his iocal

26 . '
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culture. Therefore, while Williams' approacﬁ limits the artist himself

© to the presentation of actual experience, it offers a perspective through

which criticism is based on art's relationship to the time and place in
which it is created, not to a standard set of classics.
The titles of several of the works written by Williams (The

Great American Novel, In the American Grain, Life along the Passaic River,

- The First President,‘Paterson) attest te his concern with American

.

settings; yet his statements.regarding theory indicate‘that in no way
does he see himself as a mere Rrovinciai or regionalist. Williams'
concern with America, and ;articularly’the area around Rutherford, New
Jersey, where he spent mosf~of his life, is thé result of his view thét
art and culture are mutually dependeht on‘gﬁe locality from which they

are derived, and that in art "local color" is a consequence of the
. ; < q

artist's experience, which is necessarily of a place.. In Williams' view,
/ ’ ' .

only by being "attached with integrity to actual -experience" (SE, 118)

‘ . ) " ~
can art reveal that place to its inhabitants and to other cultures, and

~

only when art is related to life in a parti@ular society at a partiéulqr

time, and not to other art, does it express the culture itself.6 \\\

Williams describes imported culture as ''borrowed lack of

attachment," opposed to the more desirable "culture of immediate

references" or "culture of immediacy,"

and he sees the imposition of "an
unrelated culture‘upon a realisticvgenius of pldce'" as reason for
revolution wherever suéh a situation exists in the world (SE, 145-48).
With good reason, Williaﬁs fears colonialism and imper&alism iﬁ both aft
aﬁﬁ’politics, and he is aware that When ideas about‘what a ‘culture should

be are formulated in one place and time and are transported to another

: . e
cultural environment, the possibilities offered by the new environment
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can be stifled. But bec;use he does not want any one culture to dominate
another culture he puts too much stress on the environment's ability to
determine culture. ‘

Williams professes, despite his owp concern for American
culture, that no one idea éf what culturelis, or no one culture, shoﬁld
dominate--that tﬁeré is a "pluralism of effort" in which various cultures
can learn from one another while each retains its individuality: "By
success in many‘places on différent planes our efforts are‘confirmed, not
driven to defeat and pessimism as in- the case of mere éentral supremacy--
which is in effecf a denial of realiﬁy, not its cdnsummation” (ggéﬁlgax.
‘A culture must begin by understanding itself before it can accept what
other cultures offér, according to Williams, because ". . . he who QOes
not‘know his own world, in whatever confused form it may be, must either
' stupidly fail to learn from fofeign work or stupidly swallow it without
knowing‘hpw to judge of its essential value" (CI, 2, 12); an indigenous
culture "cannot be bought by smearing a lick of borrowed cuitu;evover so
many pages” (c1, 2, 10). - |

Art, for Williams, is an expression.of culture, and he believes
that the best and perhaps the only grue culture is indigenous to the timé

: \ ,
énd place in wﬁ&ch it exists--it is/the life that is lived by a soclety

. . 7
in a particular place:

The burning need of a culture is not a choice to be made or not
made, voluntarily, any more than it can be satisfied by loans.
It has to be where it arises, or everything related to the life
there ceases. It isn't a thing: it's an act. If it stands
still, it is dead. It is the realization of the qualities of a
place in relation to the life which occupies it; embracing -
everything involved, climate, geographic position, relative
size, history, other cultures--as well as the character of its
sands, flowers, minerals and the condition of knowledge within
it's borders. It is the act of lifting these things into an
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ordered and utilized whole which is culture. It isn't something
left over afterward. That is the record only. The act 1is the
thing. It can't be escaped or avoided if life is to go on. It
is in the fullest sense that which is fit. (SE, 157)

Williams says that he gives his life willingly '"to experience and to
‘prove that Keyserling was right in saying, localism alone can lead to

culture,"8 because he bglieves that while a culture derived from a

particular locality will thrive, ". . . an unrelated culture is neither

[

hardy nor prolific" (SE, 148).

Unlike Exra Pound or T. S. Eliot who, in Guide to Kulchur9 and

Notes toward che‘Definition of Cultulre,lO try ta determine and to promote
qualities that they believe are necessary to cultufe and to the cultured
individual, Williams approaches the subject of cultufe from the
perspective of the culture itself; demonstrating'a belief in cultural
relativism,ll he is more concerned with what the culture is than with what
‘it should be. Cohtaét therefore aims "to emphasize the iocal phase of

the game of Qri;ing” (QL, 2,.12), and Williams believes that the artist
m;st ﬁot try/ﬁo escape from his own cultural background; he must

simultaneously identify and be identified with his culture:

It is the poet who lives locally, and whose senses are applied
no way else than locally to particulars, who is the agent and
the maker of all culture. It is the poet's job and the poet

" lives on the job, on the location. (SL, 225)

»

Referring sﬁecifically to Walker Evans' photographs but in general to all
: art: Williams states, "In a work of art (and I should*say that these
pictures are works of a?t) place is everything" (ARI, 136), but he
mistakenly believes that the artist éan only gain insight into his own

culture when he is in that culture:’ Williams denies the possibility that

distance from the locality, not only contact with it, could provide the
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perspective fro@ which the artist ﬁight Eeet reveal his own cuiture.‘ In
factz when Wiliiams praises writers such as Gertrude Stein and James Joyce,
pho &ere‘both expatriatee,\heveoptradicts his own dictum.
| 'However;,this'coﬁtradictron.perhaps only emphasizesbthat-the
'most important aspect of this part pf the taeory is-not the contact

between the artist and hisvculture but rather the contact between the
work itself and tpe cultural background ef the_artist. According to
Wiliiams, art, as cultural}expression, ie'related to place in the same i.
pay that culture is of a'particuiar place; culture is determined by
conditions of time and piace,‘and because,- for Williams;‘art‘is "a record,

something to stand against" (ARI,“239), it must be the expression of those

conditions in order to be useful, and Williams insists that ". . . the

~
1

_purpose of art IS to be useful"r(SE, 179).
But because of the dlrect relatlonshlp he sees. between culture
and place, and despite his own protests that he takes the most llberal
.V1ew:of cqlture,‘W1l}1ams wrongly tries to limit art to actuality. He
believes that, in aiégof his own cultpre, the artist ﬁuet stap inpeentact
with the actual world and;reveal that world, to make us ”see, materialized,

what the 'reality' of our lives hides" (ARI, 204):12

The reader knows himself as he was twenty years ago and he has
also in mind a vision of what he would be, -some day. Oh, some
da But the thing he never dares: to know is what he is at the
.exgct moment that he is. And this moment is the only thing in
wh¥fch T am at all interested (SA 89)

Williams makes a distinction between what is and what is known, and he

~ believes that what a person knows often interferes with his perceptions: -

It is the measurable dlsproportlon between what 4 man sees and
knows that gives the artist his opportunity. - He is the watcher
"and surveyor of that»world where the past is always occurring:

3
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)contémporaneously and the present always dead needlng a miracle
of resuscitatlon to revive it. (SE, 232\

&

The artist, as seer in the literal sense, sees and reveéls.tbe culture
which exists but whiéh'might»not'be recognized until it is expressed in
art. Only the artist who is in contact with his environment can reveal

that environment to those who do not have his Visiqn:

We go about blind and deaf. . . . The artist must save us.
He's the only 'one who can. First we have to’see. Or first we
have to be taught to see. We have to be taught to see here,
because here is everywhere, related to everywhere else, and if
we don't see, hear, taste, smell and feel in this place--not -
only will we never know anythlng but the world of sense will be
by that much dlmlnlshed everywhere. (ARI, 137) -

Williams feels that artists such as Walker Evans, who"

phptographed scénes éf déily life, apd American primitive painEers,,who
despite theif 1ack’6f techﬁical skiils‘captured America in their paintings,
are important becauéé-peoplevneéd:to see their own culture "re-enacted
béfére‘thém toymake it reél” (§§, 335). According fo Williams, people
mustbsee thémselveé.ffém a perspeétive that dﬁly the artist can'givé them:
" isﬂourselves.ﬁe see; ourselves lifted frém_a'ﬁarochiai setting. We

see what we have not theretofore realized, ourselves made worthy in our
. - ) i
2

anonymity' (ARI, 138). | /

Williams argues, with some success, that attention to local
t . : N

conditions not only reveals the uniquenessfof a-particular culture, it

alsoﬁreveals those conditions that are common to all cultures. Williams

hatl learned from John Dewey that "The local is the universal"” (SE, 233).
But he contrives to make the point, while appearing to-Be'open—mfhded,
" : : . . - - .

that the only way to attain universal proportions,; to discern .what is

common to the huﬁan condition in any time or place, is to focus 6n the

/

particular. He states, with rhetoric that maskS'somewhatvthe'underlyingi

=~
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dogmatism, that, in ‘art, the
. "idea" is not to limit, not to comstrict, but not to fly
off into "umiversals," into vapors, either. That is what it is
to be an artist with his material-before him. It is to be a -
kind of laborer——a workman-—-a maker in.a very plain{sense--

nothing vague or transcendental about it: that 15 the artist--.
at base. (EK, 23)

Williams beli;ves thdt whatever affécts the -artist is worthy oﬁ»art:
"Whatever he sees, whaté&er is brilliaht to him, closeSt; most significgnt,
no matter what anyone else says about’ it that is what he's-got to work“;
with till he dlsproves it or makes it~ 1nto a satisfactory whole i3 Like
’the»photographer,.who Bram Dijkstra says 1is »entlrely dependent on‘whgt
exists to thé.eye; he must see, befofe he can creaté;"14 the poet must
depend on,the actual world, though ﬁnlike tﬁe phdtographep, the poe;
dépends’uponggntact_with all of hisVSenseé, not only viéién.; |

Ebntact with the local cuflure has, in Williams"opinioﬁ,‘
‘always been.eééential to greag‘art. In his last work publlshed during

‘his lifetime, Pictures from Brueghel and Other Poems (1962), Williams

pays tribute to'the sixteenth-century Flemish painter, Pieter Brueghel
the Elder, in-a series of poeﬁs based on Brueghel's paintings.' The poems,
-;falthough they are not presentations of American life, are in pfaiﬁg of

S

Brueghel's contact with his culture, Williams.sayé,

Brueghel saw it all
and with his grim

humor faithfully %

recorded
it (PB, 14)

Williams, in- his urgent desire to promote indigenous American art,
mistakenly ‘gives the impfeséion that only through contact with his own

environment can the contemporary artist create works comparable to the
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classics: '"The élassic is the local fully realized, words mgrked by a

¢

place" (SE, 132).
N

Williams himself recogﬁizeé th;t a majdr“cqnsequence_of éontact
betweén art aﬁd locality is that the work will nécessarily express the
"local color,'" which is gssentially the local cultﬁre;_ygt_ﬁlécal‘color”
is merely a consequence that results when én artist who is partvof a

particular cultural environment reveals his ekperience of that culture:

We have said simply and as frequently as possible and with as
many apt illustrations as we could muster that contact with
experience is essential to good writing or, let us say, .
literature. We have said this in the convietion that contact
always implies a local definition of effort with a consequent
taking on of certain colors from the locality by the experience,
and that these colors or sensual values of whatever sort, are’
the only realities in writing or, as may be said, the essential
quality in literature. (CI, ?, 14) '

'

But the important aspect of this concern with "local color' is

that it leaveszilliams open to the charge'of;being a regionalist, a

charge to which Williams himself, responds: - . ' ' ¢
But - always, At:this'poiht, some blank i&io;;cries_out, )
"Regionalism"! Good God, is there no ints3ligence left on
earth[?] Shall we never differentiate the regional in letters

from the objective immediacy of our hand to mouth, eye to brain
"existence? (CII, 1:2,109)

Although Williams' defensive stance is not ‘an adswer‘to-hié detractors,
and again his view of‘culture pl;ceé undue restrigtiddé upon art; Wiliiams
believes, withvsome jgstification, that by emphasizing the artis;'s
personal contact with the region rathér than the reéion itself; he can
avoid the'notion ;hat sOmelplaces‘are moré conducivé than others to the
creation SE ért. For Williams, art is necessarily régional in the sense

that the artist is of a particular place, and the culture cannot be .

revealed by the artist's exXpression of another‘place, but: the region
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itself is not as important as the artist's expression of his experiences,

\

-which are necessarily of a partiéular_time énd pléce. The locality,
wherever it may be, is of éoncern‘only in that it, an},its history and
‘séciéty, affects the artist bécaﬁse it is part of his experience. It is
evidént in a work of art’oﬁly.bécause the artist's.éxperignce is of a
particular eﬁvironment. .
igis view of the relationship between the artist.and his .

'envifonmeng does, ostensibly, encoutage the creation of art erm any

culture. If the artist in contact with'his culturaI_background expresses

“his peggonal perceptions,-it is of little consequence what that cultural
Sh S .
background is:
No artist cares a damn where a man comes from or how he comes by
the knowledge or perceptive values he uses in his work. But to
me there is an overwhelming satisfaction in feeling that a man
can bé a poet under any circumstances and that this has not
removed him from his world but has fastened him upon it with
such a deadly grip that he has transformed it in spite of
himself. ' »
It is for the poet to announce that no condition can
change him, that be he American, Russian, Chinese, Jew he is a
_poet first, last and’always. But one way of announcing this is
to take anything, take the land at your feet and use it. It is
as good material as another. It is no better but it is as good.
In fact the material is nothing. ' But to prove it is nothing 16
one must not depend on special circumstance, one must use it.

Williams' attachment to America is'gherefore an attempt to show that while
place is important,. thg particular place is inconSequential except inso-
-~ far as it is the artist'sqcultural backgrqﬁnd. According to Williams,

only by establishing that art can be produced anywhere can place be made
”insignificant."l7
-In principle at least, Williams' form of regionalism has nothing

to do with chauvinism or patriotic fervor, and in a letter to Ezra Pound,

Williams also denies that aftachment to any particaualar land necessarily
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makes writing sentimental or proviﬁcial:

“I'm no more sentimental aboutl”murika"'thanbLi Po was about
China or Shakespeare about Yingland or any damnéd Frog about
Paris. I know as well as you do that there's nothing sacred
about any land. But I also know (as you do also) that there's
‘no taboo effective against any land, and where I live is no
more a ''province" than I make it. - To hell with youse. I ain't
tryin' to be an international figure. All I care about is to
writg. (SL, 139-40) '

Williams believes that to deny that art can be created anywhere is to
i . )

deny the universality of art itself. In his opinion art concerns daily

life, not "special .circumstance,'" and therefore "A poem can be made of «

anything" (KH, 70). He reacts vehemently against the belief held by
American expatriates. that America itself is not conducive to the creation

of art:

(One of my pet aversions is the belief that you have to go to
special places to find excellence in the arts on the principle
that you don't find whales in a mill pond. You don't. Neither
do you find brains by drinking cheap wine in a bistro, or
knowledge merely by eating tripe from a dish stamped with the
coat of arms of Christ College.)

Of only one thing relative to a work of art, can we be
sure: it was bred of a place. It comes from an application of
the senses to that place, a music, arid that place can .be the
middle of the African jungle, the Mexican plateau, a Parisian
whorehouse, a room where Oxford chippies sip tea together or a

downhill street in a Pennsylvania small town. (ARI, 137-38)
‘ : N —

From this perspective, Williams seems to be taking an anti-eliti'st starce

in defence of art from places that are not considered to be cultural

centers, and therefore to be enlarging the scope of artist%c possibility;
but this viewpoint does not take into consideration that hy‘insisting

that art must be the expression of actual experience and local conditions

»

the contact theory places severe limitations“upon the artist.

)

Ironically, Williams uses Paris, the city to which many American

expatriates had gone, as his example of a:place where art flourishes
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because its artists express Frenchlﬁalues. His opinion, thch is
contradictéd by the succesé of artists from oéher nations who congregated
“in Paris, is that French art has become univeréally acclaimed because .
artists recogﬁize thaﬁ oo, Paris.is a'Ffencﬁ city, dominated by f%ench
ideaéh (gg, 23). Williams, theoretiéally at least, denies the value of
works doﬁe by expatriatqs in Parig, ﬁut such’ a denial, insteéd‘of being a

Vvalid criticism of the worké_themselves, is iﬁdicative of the ;bhtéctg
theory's inability to encompassvthe_scopg of art itéélf.

But despite the limitatiéqs he places upon art by i(%istiné
‘thaf it deal with actuality and with the a?tist's own locality, Williams
is métivated.by thé praiseworthy attitude that, through art, people from
different lands, "associated with another éoﬁpiéte paraphernalia,” can
‘ learn that there is aAshared or C§mmon human"spirit. Williams has the
hope that by revealing ''what isléctual and at thé same time universél,"’
even though the actual must be associated wi;h "some place," art can
reveal that "All places are alike to the spirit, éll races become one’and
all continents the abode of a unijersal spirit." The justificatign‘for~
‘Williams' desire- for contact between art and culture is his belief that
once people understand that there are basic human concerns no matter
where a persén lives, ''love itself is genefated.”l8

Williams hopes, therefore, tg establish a situation in which
works of art from yarious cultures gomplement oﬁé another. Such a
situation can @rise, however, only when eachUCulture'bas its own art. By
the presentation of specific experiences'of his own envifonment, the
artist can feveal simultaneously thé uniqueness of the éétting, tﬁe
uniqueness of the individual experience, and the common human spirit:

R
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Being an artist I can produce,‘i? I am able, universals of
. general applicability. If I succeed in keeping myself objective
. enough, sensual enough, I can produce the factors, the
concretions of materials by which others shall understand and
so be led to use--~that they may the better see, touch, taste,
enjoy-—-their own world differing as it may from mine. By mine,
they, different, can be discovered to be the same as I, and,
thrown into contr?st, will see the 1mplications of a general
enjoyment through me.
That--all my life I have striven to emphasize it--is what
is meant by the universality of the local. From me where I
“stand to them where they stand in their here and now--where I
.cannot be-=I do in spite of that arrive! through their work
which complements my own, each sensually local. (SE, 197-98)

Works of art complement oné another when each deals with é particular
place at a particular time, thereby distinguishing thgt scene fromrany
bther scene. Othe? piaces and times'become more apparent because they
are distinguishable from the.scene depicted in the work of art. Once a
place has its own identiﬁy, once it\ﬁas beeh named and revealed in art;
it is seﬁarate fromféll other entitiés,.and it‘a130vheips to'distinguish
;hose otherzentities; The artist helps to clarify ail plécés by clarifying
any oné particular place; "Réal they.have to bevbecausé, unless you
palnt pure nothing, you palnt a place——and in that place you w1ll reveal
all places in the world" (ARI, 150) S |

Wlll;ams believes that ''The Fatal’Blunder made by Eliot and
otheﬁAexpatriates is their failure to recognize ;he‘impdrtance of place

and the universality of the particular:

Obviously when Mr. T. S. Eliot in Ash Wednesday says—-I'm sure
he says it somewhere, he must have said it since it constitutes
his olvious fault--Here it is, The place is always and only

place/- And what is actual 1is actual ..only for one place.--
! When. he says a thing like that we know he must be elther mad or

asleap.

T
Without this stress on the actual, and on place, Eliot does, as Williams

says he does, emphasize more timeless spiritual values and, perhaps more
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'impoftan;, he judges works of art by relating them to great works of the
past, not to the artist's.own culture.  Bu¥ Williams sees the lack of
contact with place ﬁs mére escapism. Accofding to Williams, the tendency
of human nature is to seek refuge in the past, in strange lands, or in =
mere fqntasy, but the artist must focus on his own world, thdh is,
Williams believes, the only world he can know. ) o
The gréatest threat to art of the present, in Williaméf;biew,
is the past. He sees the move by Americans toward Europe as a move
toward literary standardsvgnd values established in places and times that
are notvrelevant to America, and he also believes that those literary
standards set in different cultures are a hindrance So‘the expression of

immediate conditions that are, to Williams, the ”réality“ of the living

———

culture. The critic who views a work of art primarily in relation to
other works of art and not in relation to the particular experience being

expressed, and the artist who is dependent upon allusion and artistic

convention both sacrifice the reality of the situation at hand to the past:

N

‘ L : .
The future is mere fq%tasy, it does not exist. What we call
the future is always,the prasent, unrecognized. But the past!
That is where the danger lies. The past doesn't exist any more
than does the future. It too is a fantasy, a dream, but a
dream that has terrific power over us; and it is always for us
a defeat of reality when we permit it to have the government of
our lives today. "I say this, that it is the past that is the
power .we-have most to fear. ’

But the past is tradition. Oh, the past is the Academic!
It is the denial that the arts arise direct from the people,
from the Common Front. It is the assertion that the arts are

. propagated like the tapeworm from its own segments, that
literature begets literature from age to age .and people to
people. (ARI, 186-87)

And again it is Eliot who epitomizes, as both an artist and a critic,
" those traditional values that Williams opposes. :

Williams, by 1918, even before editing Contact, realizes that

N
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Eliot and Pound are ieading American literature in a direction he cannot
take. He views their approéch to literature, understandablf,given his v
judgments regarding the nature of culture, as "plagiarism of tradition"

masquerading as modern American literature. But Williams is as critical
S

of those who accept Pound's and Eliot's works as American literature as

he is of Pound and Eliot themselves:

. |
But our prize poems are especially to be damned not because of
superficial bad workmansﬁlp, but because they are rehash,
repetition--just as Eliot's more exquisite work is rehash,
repetition in another way of Verlaine, Baudelaire, Maeterlinck
-—conscious or unconscioyg--just as were Pound's early
paraphrases from Yeats and his constant later cribbing from the
Renalssance, Provence and the modern French: men content with
the connotations of their masters.

‘It is convenient to have fixed standards of *comparison:
All antiquity! And there is always some everlasting Polonius
of Kensington forever to rate highly his eternal Eliot. It is
because Eliot is a .subtle conformist. It tickles the palate of
~ .this archbishop of procurers to a lecherous antiquity to hold
,"up Prufrock as a New World- type. (KH, 24)

Williams sees that Eliot has the potential to be a great American<poet,

but that Eliot's strengths are not being used to their proper end, and
, .
therefore have no value: "Every time American strength goes into a mold

modeled after the English, it is wholly wasted" (SE, 87).
Eliot further distanced himself from the relationship between
art and American: culture by entering the bastions of academe, where-he

could relate-contemporary art to past art and could teach young Americans

3

to do the same:

)

There is a heresy, regarding the general character of poetry,
which has become widely prevalent today and may shortly become
more so through academic fostering*: it is, that poetry
increases in virtue as it is removed from contact with a vulgar
world. (CII, 1:3, 131)

-

Williams' asterisk refers to "T. S. Eliot's appointment at Harvard" where,
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Williams believes, Eliot would teach English, not American culture.
vWilliams is justifiably concerned about the lack of universipy courses in
American literature and history, and about the way that literature is
taught in universities. He believes that in American universities
literatufé‘is related to qther literature, particularly European
literature, rather than‘to life, and that Eliot's presence- at ﬁarvard is
indicative of tﬁe kind of critical values taught in universities:

pontact with the local culture "cannot be taught" (EK, 52)
because it is experience itself, -and therefore the lesson learned by the
contemporary poet from the masteré must be in spirit rather than kind. -

>

Williams considers that anyone who, because he copies the classics,

3

considers himself to be a classicist, does not understand the nature of

the classics. Eliot, however, in Notes towards the Definition of Culture,

says, "And in poetry there 1Is no such thing as complete originality,

-

. . 20 . A
.owing nothing to :the past."” He argues too, in '"Tradition and the

1"

Individual Talent," that if we do not, as Williams would have us do,

approach a poet's work looking for differences between his work and the

1

work of his predecessors, . we shall often find that not only the

best but the most individual parts of his work may be those in which the

’ . . , . 21
.dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality most vigorously."

For Eliot, then, the'poet's knowledge of‘works of th; past becomes an
integrél part of his own consciouspess and his.own expression.

Eliot, like Pound, is goncerned with all of history and all of
literary hﬁg;ory, without particular regard for the literature and history
of his own nation, his own place. In "Tradition and the Individual

Talent'" Eliot expresses the view that the backgrourd of literature is all

of literary history, and that the writer must work to keep this literary



41

history in mind:

- It cannot be inherited, and if you want it you must obtain it
by great labour. It involves, in the first place, the
historical sense, which we may call nearly indispensable to
anyone who would continue to be a poet beyond his twenty-fifth
year; and the historical sense involves a perception not only
of the pastness of the past, but of its presence; the historical
sense compels a man to write not merely with his own generation
in his bones, but with a feeling that the whole of the
literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the
‘literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and
composes a simultaneous order. This historical sense, which is
a sense of the timeless as well as of the temporal and of the
timeless and the temporal together, -is what makes a writer
traditional. And it is at the same time what makes a writer
most ~acutely cogicious of his place in time, of his
contemporaneity. '

Unlike Williams, who wants to ignore literafurefof thé past as ﬁuch
as possible, Eliot tries to reinterpret the past within a modern
consciousness. He believes that the inaividual artist becomes part of a;
pattern thaﬁ has been'established in ages past, but from Williémé'
perspgctive tradition‘is based upon the wqus of individual artists
throughout”history, each of whom wés in contact with his oﬁn'period and
whose work gives expression to that period, which lives on in the Qork.
According to Williams, tradition continues only in the spirit
of creativity, "a springtime of the soul" in which everything is seeﬂ
anew (;&g, 196). Iﬁ ié‘this spirit¢»evident in the classics, to which

the contemporary artist responds:

These things represent men who lived and felt the desire to
write iust as he does, who wrote fresh from the'whole body and
who went on living after. Something hard has remained. It is
desire. To live cannot be learned from the writings of others.
It 1s the life of writing that comes from the inside. The
classics prove it. (EK, 106)

Williams believes that ". .. ;'the classic lives now just as it did then—-

or mot at all" (SL, 130), depending on its relationship to the life of

-
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the age in which it was created. He indicates that the true follo&ers of
tradition ére not those who copy their maste;s, trying to create according
to a pre-conceived set ofArules p@gécribed in another élace and time; the
attempt to copy means, to William;?hgnly death: '"Those Qho see it one
way call it the defense of tradition. Others see tradition belied in
that tradition was ohce new--now only a wall" (SE, 204).

The premise of Williams' argument against the exéression of
traditional values énd traditional subjeCés in art is that when art relies
upon ideas, father than upon the actual experiences of its creator, it
remains merely a dream or a fantasy. In Paterson, tbe library, which-
burns down, had been full of '"Dead men's dreaméz confined by these walls"
(P, 100), so the destruction'of the library opens possibilities of a new
art that is based more>closely on.reality than any art of the past had

‘beeﬁ= ‘"There was then a‘subject_métter that was 'poetic’ ;nd in many
minds that is still poetry-—and exclusively so--the 'beautiful' or pious
(and so beautiful) wish expressed in beautiful language——a(aream” (gg)
282). For Williams, the "Beautiful Thing" is "the dream of dead men"

- (P, 122), not of modern men. He believes that we must '"waken from our
dfeams”l(§§, 283)--that in the twentieth century "'reality has struggled
to assert itseif above phantasy——a reality which our present world
demands."?> According to Williams, poétry, like prose, can reveal '"the
gutter'" of the actual world (SL, 263).

Williams' goal, therefore, and the goal he sets f$; artists, is

to evaluate the new, . but without tradition. On its apparent
merits" (R, 30). Ironically, however, he views the rejection of past

standards as a service to tradition because he believes that what we see

from the vantage of the preéent is a series of works that convey their
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R
own time and place, not a series of works that relate to one another.

The tradition, then, is recognizable only after the works that become
part of that tradition have been created. Therefore, the retention of
past standards as models for contemporary works is not a continuation of

the tradition, it is merely 'plagiarism of tradition":

It may be said that I wish to destroy the past. It is precisely
a service to tradition, honoring it and serving it that is
envisioned- and intended by my attack, and not disfigurement--
confirming and enlarging its application. (SE, 284)

LY

The judgment of the editors of Contact, as expressed by McAlmon, is that ﬁ%

"T. S. Eliot will not be a critic in any worthy sense'" because he has

' ‘ . o a
standards of judgment that ar} themselves #@brrect. The title of

erion, itsés WPeests that Eliot's values

Eliot's own magazine, The Cri v
?yﬂrw

are static and that, as McAlmon says, ".  continually relates

literature to literature, and largely overlooks the relation of literature

o gy . . A -
to reality-—-age, age qualities, and environment" (CI, 2, 10).

But Williams, as a consequence of his belief that '"place s

everything,'" argues that the ability of the work of art to convey the

conditions of the artist's experience, rather than its use of or

E)

manipulation of traditional artistic values and conventions, must be of
. i . .

primary concern to artists and critics alike:

Reject complgtely literary criteria of work . . . because there
is a quality which is the essence of what is good, which
literary rules do not measure--whereas the very death of
excellence measured by the "rule" is every d gmy.
(When a thing has died, in the sense of Eliot's Waste Land-—or
whatever it may be, and this death is identified _etre

spring of literature itself--it will be found that the death

has not been properly designated, that it has been the death of
something unsuspected--and that a man of that sort of perception
will turn to traditionalism, taking the death as their material.)
Beginning: Nothing less is intended than a revolution in :
thought with ;he writing as the fulcrum, by means of which--and

F
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the éccidental‘place; any place, therefore America--one like ,
another, therefore where we happen to be, our locality, as base.
(EK, 97-98) o ~

‘Williams believes that the whole way of thinking about art must be
revolutionized when the dominant ideas about it are based on rules and
-conventions, because the measure of art is in its ability to réyeal the

artist's culture rather than its proximity to traditional patterns of

T

thought. The editors of Contatt offer a place in their magazine to
anyone who reveals that he writes from a perépectiVe that is not limited

by traditional Sténdards, but is based upon ''standards which reality as

the artist senses it creates'" (CI, 1, 1).

. ' Therefore, although Williams is concerned with cultural

v

identity, he mistakenly assumes, ignoring. historical evidence, that .
personal‘identity and cultural identity are based almost exclusively on
environment and experiénce, not on ideas. In faqt;-frgm Williams'

perspective, thought is determined by experience and environment. For

>

. Wiliiams, the identification of the individual wiﬁh his culture and his

/

environment is inescapable; if a writer is part of a particular culture,
he cannot escape it and should not try because that culture gives him at

least part of his identity and gives his w&fks.an'identity‘as well--he is

simultanéously limited'by and freed by his owﬁ cultural identity:

Quickly, it is this: that every individual, every ﬁiace,“éyery
opportunity of -thought is both favored and limited by its
emplacement in time and place. Chinese 8th cent., Italian 12th,
English 15th, French 18th, African,etc. All'sorts of _
complicated conditions and circumstarnices. of land, climate,

. blood, surround every deed that is dome. (EK, 149)

ey

Each place, at any time, has its own uﬁique qualities thﬁt characper'zeﬂgg
.v . : ¥ i

o . - E ) B “
it and make it distinct, and contact with those characteristics plays a

part in determining the character of the individual.



- Williams himself, even though he enjoyed his visits to Europe

and'perhaps at times even wished that he could be European, recognized
[ { g .
that he could never be anything but American because hls American-ness

had become a part of his own character

Paris would be wonderful if I could be French and Vieux; it
would be still more wondgrful if I could only want to forget
everything on earth. Since I cannot do that, only America
remains where at least I was born. (SL, 64) '

Williams, over-simplifying whatever factors might cause someone to leave
his native land (even to come to America), sees expatriatism as an
attempt to escape the reality of one's own life. But such an escape 1is,

in Williams' opinion, impossible, because an individual's cultural

¢

background, determined largely by environment, becomes a partfof his. own *
character, "and because the particular culture is part of the universal

- human condition: “The only thing I have learnmed in my life is that‘you

4

can't run away from your own life. When you go to China or London or Lima

you won't find anything that isn't in yout own back»yard.”24 Ighoring

the 1mp11cat'ons ﬁhat t ls relationship between place of birth and

personal ide .(for Americans who were raised in England or other

" aVV‘J',F' 5 ) ’ ) . . ‘ . s . . -‘ N
foréign countries, or for those who left America, Williams insists that
. - : REtag - B4 0

the'artist, instead of trying to escape the place where his character was

formed must express his” exper&ence of that place.

L§Mt desp;te his concern that the artist present hlS personal

experlence of his own locality, a concern whlch seems to'dispel the
9

p0331b111ty of historical events being dealt with in art, Williamsﬂ
A . 7 X

recognizes that histOry plays a major role in determining the character

of the'pyesent;‘ In the American Grain (1925), Paterson (l946—l963), and
. Q - T N —_—

/ . TR ‘ =
the libretto for The First President (1936) exemplify Williams' awareness
S : . . o

; . by

-4

2 -

4
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of the need for an historical sense in order to understand the present.
The artist draws not only upon his own background and his own experieﬂces, ,
but also~upon history; hoWever, unlike Eliot, Williams draws upon the

histbry of America itself, believing, as a letter he quotes in Paterson

gtates, that ". . . a place is made of memories as well as the world

around it" (P, 210). Whereas Eliot, and Pound, see American cultuge
: 3
mereLy’as a part of a much larger western civilization, for Williams,

"The backgroﬁnd of America is not Europe but America" (GAN, 195), and if

Europe and America have ideological bositions in common, they are

positions that they only '"partly share" (SE, 157) "Hére/ is not there,/

and never will be" (P, 211). With some Justlflcatlon, therefore, Willlams
;rgues that because Amefica is a~place distinguishable from otherrplaces,
so it has’iﬁs own culture--just as eighteenth—century'French cult;rg'ks
dis;inguishable froﬁ fifteenth;century Engiish culture, sa American
guiture.is distinguishébléfgrom other cultures, despite attempté by
European settlers to destroy it: "The old cultureé cannot, can never
without our history? our Blood‘or climate, ourvtime of flowéfing in
history—;can never be the same %s.we. They'cannot” (EK, 150). %b

But Williams, evenbin fecognizing the imp&rtandz of place and
history, often ignores thé\distinct régions that might exist within a
given area of iand and the distihct diﬁferehces that éoloﬁization'bf
various European nations have made to feglons of Nbrtﬂ Amerlca ‘ Iﬁllg M

the American Grain, he view&gnll of North Amer1da as. one Amerlcan

R o0
locality. Ig-his wrltingsvgn French Canada, which are partlcularly
-UL

¢
?ffensive,fWilliams_§dmonishes France for trying to make North America

French: T T
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It is the weakness of you French--planting a drop of your
precious blood in outlandish veins, in the wilderness and
fancying that that addition makes them French--that by this the
wilderness is converted! civilized, a new link in the chain.
Never. . Great as your desire may be. (IAG, 74)

But Williams himself denies the very existence of French-Canadian culture,
which is not the culture of France, the United States; or the land, now
Quebec, as it existed before the arrival of the French. Historically,

the 1nfluence of forelgn culture, and gg,ﬁad,a,ptatlon to a new land, plays
2

a part in the develOpment of any loca%yq; ’31‘:? Williams dogmatically

persists in seeing forelgn 1nfluence as negative 1nfluence rather than as

historical fact:

Nor is this solely an American difficulty. It is seen in such
things as the steady decay of life in the Shetland Islands,
_ while the Faroes, less favorably situated to the north, too
‘NQfar for exploitation by the London markets, have begun a
fregeneration under a rediscovered genius of place. A like
"dmpetus is behind the bombing by a young and-patriotic Breton
:0f the memorlal celebrating the absorption of Britanny by a
.. greater France. The attempt of an unrelated ‘culture upon a
realistic genius of place is deeply involved in these events,
as in the undying movement to free Ireland.
But /in America the struggle was brilliant and acute. It
was also on a vaster scale. (SE, 145)

’ oy

: Primarily, then, Williams is fighting for an American liferary
identity distincé from Europeanyliteratﬁre. He wants Amgrican literature
tb meet the various literatures of the world at their level, as a
litera£uré in its own right: "I do not overlook De Gourmont's plea forié

- meeting of the nations, but I do believe that when they méet Paris wili
be more than slightly abashed to find parodies of the middlé ages, Dante
and langue d'oc foisted upon it as tﬁé best in United Sta;es‘poetry”
(KH, 265; But, in making a sensible poiﬁt, Williams .takes an overly
aggressive aﬁd militant stance against'Europeaq culture because he

believes .that if America is to add anything of its own to the corpus of

s
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;

“world literature, European tradition has to be‘vieﬁﬁd‘as‘&h imperialistic
s, ’

o

power that is trying to retain its hold on the colonies. TFor Williams,
"all aspects of European culture have to be resisted: "For the moment I

hate you, I hate your orchestras, your libraries, your sciences, your

. : : , - A
yearly salons, your finely tuned intelligences of alIl sorts" (GAN, 175—76;T}~a

[

N A\

His view of the g&latidnship between culture and locality both défines 'f;;i
. ] ‘ <
the problem; which is for him to discover what American culture is, and

its solufion, which is to look at the particular elements of America

itself.’ |

Williams uﬁdersfandé that the best way to destroy the power of

an unrelated culture is to ignore it and to focﬁsgdn the immediate
environment, as he thinks'artists everywﬁere do. American artists
vtherefore cannot copy works done by artists;of other cuitures} but can

léa;n from these qthgglartists to expresé_théir'own culture: "And if‘wé.
cannétbdo work cémparable to theirs, in:ité differénces as in iti

comprehensiveness, then we cannot say that we, as they were, are glive.

Our world is not real to us."25 If the artist is American éﬁﬁ he\reveals

what he comes in contact with in»AmeriFa, then his work will be Am rican,
and what'it means to be‘American, the-American-ness.Of the work, is
determined after the work itself. Neither the artist nor the critic,
 according to Williams, should approach the work with pre-conceived ideas

" ‘ -
about how this American-ness will manifest itself in the work of art:

What shall be seen then in America? Nothlng French surely.
What is there to see? A tree--it's been painted a myriad times
‘from the Renaissance background down to Derain.

Well, what does one see? to paint? Why the tree, of
course, is the facile answer. Not at all. The tree as a tree
does not exist literally, figuratively Oor any way you please--
“for the appraising eye of the artist--or any man--the tree does
not exist. What does exist, and in he;ghtened intensity for
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the artist is the impression created by the shape and color of
an object before him in his sensual being--his whole body (not
his eyes) his body, that is what he sees-—-And in America--°
escape it he cannot--it is an American tree. \

Render that in pigment and he asserts his own existence
and that of men about him--he becomes prophet and seer--in se
far as he is wholly worthy to be so. (EK, 24-25)

The technique with which to discover what America is, is

therefore to reveal the particular. In Contact Williams indicates his

'

preference for Marianne Moore's selection of '"more delicate," individual

objects, rather than the all-encompassing 'windy-prairie tradition" of
Whitman (CI, 2, 1). For Williams,«thé local and the particular become

synonymous:
That is’the poet's business. Not to talk in vague categories
but to write particularly, as a physician works, upon a patient,
upon the thing before him, in the particular to discover the
universal. John Dewey had said (I discovered it quite by

chance); "The local is the only universal, upon that all art
builds." (A, 391) -

‘The aftist, then, sees with "his whole body (not his eyes) his body,'" and

that which he senses is of his culture and mlist be revealed in art in
order to reveal the culture: '"Reveal the object. By that we touch

authenfically thte profundity of its attachments-—-if we are able; But

\,

able or otherwise there is no other way for us" (CII, 1:2, 109).  The
artist does not perform his function Hy presenting his ideas about the

culture, but by revealing that culture through the things that exist in

e

itvand are created by it, so that both he and his audience get their

ideas about the culture from the culture itself, not from abstract ideas.

Williams believes that, in art, it is inconceivable that, no

matter how circuitously, contact with an immediate objeétive world has
. ~y !

not been rigorously maintained. By artist is meant nearly this thing

alone" (CI, 3, 14).
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Williams fga;s that even he will be lured by the past, that he
-will frun for cover" and "seek rafuge in fantasy,"‘though he wishes fo
cdnfrdnt the situation at hand and is "not in search of 'the beautiful
illusion'" (SA, 89). For the most part, Williams' works do reveal

American culture. He seldom alludes to other works, though Kora in Hell:

Improvisations (1920) is a notable exception. The maJority of the early o

poems are short, 1magist;c expressions of the specific things‘SUCh as
"The Desolate Field" or the ”Apprqach of Winter" that give poems ‘their
titles. Often, as in "The Raper from Passenack’ or "Impromptu: The

Suckers, "

a specific incident Beaomes the basis df a poem. Kenneth Burke

calls Williams.”the master of the glimpse"26 because even the -sight of a -

young housewife out fo.do her mofning shoppin%, standing '"shy, uncbrseted,

tucking in/ stray ends of'hair,f is enough to ePiciE a poem frqm Williams

(CEP, 1365.‘ The objects and the‘people that Williams depiats are part of

his community and of his life, |
But these_”glimpsés" of the minute details of those people and

"
things wit? which'Williams came into contact are for him a way to
understanq’the much‘larger implications of»his commanity, his nation, and

the world in which he lives. As early as 1918, when Williams was wrltlng

Kora in Hell, he understood that in any city exists the complete range of

human concerns, so that af an artist could undersgand and express the
concerns of that place, heicould produce work of afiyersal applicability{
"You would learn--if you® knew even one city——where people are a little
gathered together and where one sees--it's our frontier you know--the
common changes of the human spirit . . " (KH, 49); ye by the time he

wrote about that city, which was for him Paterson, New Jersey, he

unqefstood that to know a locale even the size of a city, which he calls
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"the whole knowable world about me,'" the poet must look first at the
particular details of that city, and get to know the people themselves,

"to the whites$ of their eyes, to their very smells'" (4, 391):

To make a start,

out of particulars

and make them general, rolling,

.up the sum, by defective means--
(2, 3

According to Williams, then, not only is it necessary to understand the
local in_ordervto understand the univeréal{ it is also necessary to
understand the particulars of the locality in:order to uﬁd;rstand the
locale itself. |

Williams himself states that 'the genesis of Paterson" was in

1913 when he wrote "The Wanderer,'" in which the persona is immersed in

"the filthy Passaic" (CEP, 11). In fact, the whole body of Williams'

work might be considered to be his attempt to understand and to express

his "knowable world," the life along the Passaic River, in order to

y
discover what could be found invAmer@qa;ahd what American culture has to
offer. . Al;hohgh'Williams' own emphasis on place, and‘on actuality, may
not be an accurate measure of artistic merié, it does provide an iﬁpetus
for art, and it offers an alternative.to-the critical pefspective of
Eliot, and of critics such as Yvor Winters, whose "standards of critical
judgment" are, at times, based on such vague criteria as 'certain feelings
of rightness and comp}eteness, whiéh‘have been formed in some measure,

refined in a large measure, through a study of the masters."27

-

&



CHAPTER 2

AMERICA: THE WORLD FOREVER NEW
' I
v

Strange and difficult, the new continent induéed a torsion in
the spirits of the first settlers, tearing them between the old
and the new. And at once a split occurred in that impetus
which should have carried them forward as one into the dangerous
realities of the future. ‘ ,

They found that they had not only left England but that
they had arrived somewhere else: at a place whose pressing
reality demanded not only a tremendous bodily devotion but as
well, and more importunately, great powers of adaptability, a
complete reconstruction of their most intimate cultural make-up,
to accord with the new conditions. The most hesitated and
turned back in their hearts at first glance. (SE, 134)

A new world/ is only a new mind. (PB, 76)

Desﬁite his concern with the actual world, places and the events that
occur in.places,vWilliams‘unde;stands that America is not only a land to
be discovered through "sensuai contact," it is an ideologf as well. The
)
American artist must, according to Williams, immerse himself in the
Americép ideology %s well as in the place itself. Williams ﬁimsélf
" formulates an ide;ﬁéf America in which, paradoxically, American ideology
is baséd on mistrust of. abstract ideas or concepts that are not given
credence by actual experience. He justifies his own conception‘df America
by basing it on the records of American history (the words of those men
and women of the past who were a part of that history),‘éven though
events of American history and experiences of American daily life are not

aiways compatible with his idea of America.l Williams himself recognizes

events in American history and aspects of American society, particularly
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the destruction of native North American cultures and the emphasis on
money, of which he is justly critical. But even though he recognizes
these ‘flaws, he is not critical of American idéology; in fact; he cannot
accept that the flaws are American, because he sees thém'as being contrary
to American ideology. While Williams.insists that artists must focus on
actuality, the contact theory, in thch this insistence is staéed3 is

based on democratic individualism, pragmatism, and revolution against

* tyranny, all of which he sees as inherent iqifhe American ideology.

American failures, in Williams' view, result from failure to Keep in
contact with the environment,” and indicate, to him, the failure to

accept American ideology. Immersed in the(American ideology, however,

Williams does not recognize his own prejudices and the chauvinism of his

own contact theory, because he does not see prejudices or flaws in the
American ideology itself.

However, Dickran Tashjian's claim, in the introduction tolé

Recognizable Image, that Williams believes artists should not be
influenqed by the "ideologicél structures' of the world around them, is
partially'c()rrect.3 Williams states that contact with the actual locality
mu;t be maintained "in'contfadistinctién to standards of social, moral or
scholastic value--hangovers from past genefations no better equipped to
ascertain value than we are" (91) T, 1); ;et he also desires to wpite
poems‘that are ideologically and politically authenticélly American, and
in order to do so, he must acéept the American ideology. He sees Eliot's
and Pound's ipability to stay in America as a failure to enter into the

unknown, and a failure to see the potential that the unknown holds:

I have maintained from the first that Eliot and Pound by virtue
of their hypersensitivity (which is their greatness) were too
quick to find a culture (the English continental) ready made

-
.
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1

for their assertions. They ran from something else, something
‘cruder but, at the same time, newer, more dangerous but heavy
with rewards for the sensibility that could reap them. They '
couldn't. Or didn't. But they both ended by avoiding not only
the possibilities offered but, at the same time, the deeper -
implications intellectually which our nascent culture accented.

(SL, 226-27) /

But Williams, like Boone and De Soto, accepts his environment,
wild and coarse as it may be, and simultaneously possesses and is * ‘?
possessed by America; he surrenders to it, like the protagonist of "The

Wanderer," who is immersed in "the filthy Passaic':

"Enter, youth, into this bulk!

Enter, river, into this young man!"

Then the river began to enter my heart,

Eddying back cool and limpid

Into the crystal beginnings of its days.

But with the rebound it leaped forward:

Muddy, then black and shrunken

Till I felt the utter depth of its rottenness

The vile breadth of its degradation

And dropped down knowing this was me now.
{ (CEP, 11)

.

In 1939, when Horace Gfegory was preparing to write an introduction to a

new edition of In the American Grain, Williams wrote to him concerning

the incentive to write about American history and to learn about America
itself; he says that he wants to "possess'' America by "orienting" himself
in "the beliefs which’aétivated [him] from day to- day" (SL, 185).

$
Williams understands that he h¥%s been gngrained with the beliefs of -the
society‘in which he is educated and in which he lives. B;t he believes
tﬁa; in most societiés thé perceptions.of.an individual who has been
taught the values of his society are limited by what he has béen taught ,
because he approaches l;fe with pre-conceived ideés about what it should

. .

" be like. Williams does not recognize the value of any system that does

not give highest value to individualism and liberty, which he sees as



fundamental American beliefs. American society, theoretically at least,
values the contributions of each individual, and these individual
contributions, along with the belief in individual liberty that allows

fof them, become the American social perspective-—e pluribus unum.

Williams bglieves, then, that American belief in individualism and
iiberty makes them without prejudice, even though he admits that he owes
"plenty of a}iegiances" to Ame;ic;, and that he feels emotional about
America, '"--the régular Fourth of July stuff!" Ironically, however, hé
feels part of a society of which he would "conceive of as having patience,
tolerance, no prejudices whate&er but a keen sense for values" (Int, 83).
Williams' approach is, in bne sense, contradictbry, ﬁut given
his undérstanding of American,idéology, it 1$ a manifestation of thar
ideology. J. Hector St. John &e Crévecoeur understands,_though Wititams
does not, that all ideologies involve prejudices. St. John de Crévecoeur,
like Williams, distinguishes between American ideology and the ideologies
of Europe, and he also sees the American ideology as an ideélogy of‘the
new,rin relation to the past, in Europe. But, in answer to the question,
"What is an American?' St. John de Crévecoeur, unlike Wiiliams, says that
éh'American is someone who has exchanged European prejudices for American
ones: '"He is an American, who, leaving behind him all hisvancient
prejudices and manners; receives new ones ﬁrom the new ﬁode of life he
has embraced, the new gdvefnment he obeys, énd the new,rank he holds."4

"

Williams desires to avoid ''ideological structures” in that he hobes to

avoid prejudices, but he also mistakénly believes that by adopting an

> .

American perspective he avoids prejudice. Williams does not, as Dijkstra
says he does, attempt to present "objective reality" objectively or to

deny that individuals are taught particular ideologies, but his belief
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that the American ideology itself is a liberal, tolerant ideology that is
also a denial of all prejudice, is, as Dijkstra éays, "ideologically
determined delusion" (ARI, 18). &
Williams gives no indication that he is awarewof his own o
prejudices or the prejudices inherent in American ideology. He begins
”by asserting that~inaiyidual genius is the basis oﬁ}all social excellence
whether as inventor, organizer, or govefnor” (ARI, £54), and he seems to
believe, as Thomas Jefferson did, that this assertion is a "self-evident"
truth. Becaﬁse Williams believes in liberty and equality ;or individuals,
he believes that he is being tolerant and open to all possibilities, but
he fails to admit the potential of any éther system besides democratic
individualism. He chauvinistically argues that the American system is
the best system--the most humane, the most modern and therefore the most
suitable to the twentieth century, and tﬁe begp able to réméin constantly

modern because it remains in contact with the &hanging world. According

to Williams, Aﬁericans have an ideology which, because it is based on

contact with immediate conditions and because it 1s a llberal ideology, !

cannot be considered to be static, as ideologies of the past have beeu.

Williams believes that other ideologies have fixed, particular goals,

whereas, American ideology s only aim is to_,stay in contact w1th the

zy

concerns at hand. But, most important, he accepts the American mythh}hat .

T -

is not hindered by the oppressive past.
" Williams'
approach gg a possible contlnent” yet despite the chapters on Pere

and Cortez in In the American Grain, which deal with Canada and Mex

~

Williams' concern is not g%th the actual continent,

g
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States, and even then more specifically with the potential of the United
States, rather than with what actually exists there. But, as Leslie -

Fiedler explains, America has adopted as its identity the image of the
new world of seeminglydﬁpdless possibilities, and even though Canada and

Mexico are as new to Europeans as the United States is,

only the United States has accepted the glorified the
notion of newnhess as its essential character, its fate, its
vocation. To be new, to make it new; to get a new start: that
has become a program on which an American can be elected to
public office or launch a poetic career.

The myth of the new man, '"the American Adam"I as R. W. B.'Lewis calls him,
seeing everything for the first time and retaining a fresh outlookn
unhindered by the veil of morality and convention that blinds Europeans
to reality, has been accepted by America, whe:e,.Fiedler states, ".

/ .

everyone 1is young, just as everything is new--not in fact, ﬁerhaps, but

mythologically, by definition, which is all that counts in a new world. 6
N Williams sees this relatlonship between America and newness,
5 . 2 ¥
’W% but he fails to keep it in its proper perspectlve asimythology, he sees
& ” ‘t as~§he historical background on which American 1deology is based:
B . :'r'-‘i-: "% »
o T One might go on to develop the point from this that the American

addition to world culture will always be. the '"new,'" in opposition
to an "old" represented by Europe. But that isn't satisfactory.
What it is actually is something much deeper: a relation to-:

the immediate conditions of the matter in hand, and a
determination to assert them in opposition to all intermediate
authority. Deep in the pattern of the newcomers' minds was
impressed that conflict between present reliance on the

prevalent conditions of place and the overriding of an

unrelated authority. (SE, 143)

The desire to stay in contact with "the immediate conditions" involves,
according to Williams, the rejection o?“"all‘intermediate authority,"” as

the Declaration of Independence is a rejection of British authority by
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replacing it with local government attuned to what Williams calls the

"real" conditions at hand. In touch with the "reality'’ of a recently
S ' LY L -

discovered land, or in contact with ever-changing conditions,pAnerica

remains, for Williams, forever new: ;

Not that this direct drive toward the new is a phenomenon 2
distinctively. confined to America: it is the growing edge in |
every culture. . But the difficulties’enconntered in settling
the new ground did make it a clearer necessity in America-=er .
should have done so—-clearer than it could have been shown to

- be otherwise or elsewhere. To Americans the effort to appraise

" the real through a maze of a cut-off and imposed culture from
Europe has been a vivid task; if very often too great for thelr»
realizations. Thus the new and the real, hard to come at, arem
.synonymous. (SE, 143)

In Williams' opinion, therefore, even the kind of politiesl.
0 ‘ =£

system adopted in the United States, a form new to the world and based in .

America, is itself dependent upon the conditions at«hand and'changes'as

\public oﬁinion'chenges Although other nations have becoﬁe democratic,

¢

/\

in America the changeawas revolutionary, and it has lestéd Williams has

a naive presumption that American democracy can adapt rapidly to the
) . . . . ) /// . .
stimulus of the moment, and he relates the "democratic” and the "local

. -~

(in the sense of being attached with integrity to actual experience)"~

. ’ \- ¢ . " hé . - . . .
(Nov, 351). According to Williams, the democratic spirit-of America

"denies tradition because by its'Very nature it must remain in conta

v

with the conditions at hand” and because historically it is a reje

of traditional European political systems, which themselves were
EurOpean ideological positions.;-Democracy is the expre581on of merican
ideology in the tradition of'Jefferson and the Founding Fathers.

country; yet, paradoxicaily, democracy itself is the denial of tradition.

" The abstract,Dideological.position of America is, then, not to|believe in

abstract ideology, and to be progressive by reactingato immediate needs.
. A ‘ :

7
s



Williams feels th&t,in'a democracy the‘ideologica% position cannot be

fixed or static, and in his Vocabulary,.loCality, the patticular,

. o \ . . . - :
democracy, reality, and newness are almost synonymdus, and s ATE part

of his view of.America.
In fact, even Williams' v&ew that' eulture existS in the present

‘«

and in a partlcular place rather than as an ideological perspective is
based on his interpretation of American ideology In Contact, McAlmon
praises,Eliot s.early poens, but'criticizes him for becoming "a victim of
;theiculture via ideas~éegime, more insistently the autoctat of the

English mind than it is‘of.the Amefican" (€1, 2, 9); Williams too sees
apy M

this diétlnction between European and American views of culture. He had

‘learned from John Dewey's eesay ”Americanism and Localism”7 that the

I

. o : / . .
demands placed upon the Eurppean settlers by the neQ environment brought
about the development of a/new culture. In order to stay alive, the.

settlers were forced to adapt to the new world, and they became creative

. B B \ . )\ - N ) T . LY
S ' . .

" and productive in industry and agriculture especially: *

The most effective drive of local realization came .. . in
practical invehtiveness ‘ Crude, at first, necessitous,
immediate,. hand—to-mouth that was the first test. There it
could not affdrd to wait on anything. It had to be cut and go.

.
{ v

Williams' &i#w of American anddlocalism, and Dewey'siview as
well, have a precedentiin St. John'de Crévecoeur; who states that American _
"opinions, vices, and nirtuesi ate altogetherilocal: we are machines
[fashioned by every circumstance around us."8 Nor are’Williams" attemptsj
to associate art with the life’of the culture-in which the artist lives

. - . 9
without precedent in American letters. In "The Poet" Emerson_ﬁtates:

2 . Y L

"We do not with sufficient plainness or sufficient prdjpundnese address»v d:
R (

Die

! » ) o ! ‘-715' 4
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relationship between art and locality, and art and experience, can be

Williams continues to see only'the ideological aspect of Aﬁerican

60

ourselveé to life, nor dare we chaunt our onn times andﬁ%ocial
: e

c1rcumstance 10 And Thoreau reveals a stancn very 51m11a§(co Williams'
when he says, ''Whatever things I perceive with my entire man7 those let
me record, and it will be poetry.' 11 Williams' ideas regarding the
related to ideology and aesthetics expressed by othe§’Americans, and in
this sense they are distinctively American, as Williams'wanted them to be.
But Williams' ownlideae,.aespite his atguments to the&contrary,“QZe
limited by their contact with American ideology.’

The practical need to stay in contact with the environment
c01nc1des, accordlng to Williams, w1th the American polltlcal 1d¥ology of
civic, state, and national governments wlth‘elected representatlves who

speak for local concerns and who are respomsible to the people of their

constituencéies. ' Williams is concerned primarily with the system

‘" established so thet chenge can*occur when it is desired by the people,

whereas Ezra Pound }slcriticel,of the lack of use made of that system by

the people:

%

The degradation in America is phenomenal in that legally the
machinery for local resildience EXISTS, all thef .reé, frames
for local organizatiopvare nicely plotted outy,’ many of them
“have functioned, but the populace AND the intelligentsia are
- NOW. too lazy, cowardly and 1gnorant to make use of them.

o .

T
|

| : ' : ' :
democracy,qnoq the country itself, and it remains for him a revolutionary

" new ildeology.|

[

Buﬂ because? in Williams' conception, Europe is, the past and

l
America the odern world, he ignores the development of democratlc .

principles and democratic governments, elsewhere in the world. .In Williams'

l.. Hh)
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conception of;;he world, cbange'can occur in Ebrope only through’yiolence
of one bybanny against another; and that yiolence.establishes new
tyrannies. Wllliams was in Europe before the FirstVWOrld War,‘and he saw
the war approaching. ‘In a letter to his brother, >Williams writes from

Germany about the tyranny of Europe and about his belief that such tyranny

could not exist in America: -

Give me my country where there is water to drink and freedom
such as they only dream of here. You can say what you want
about rottem)politics but it's rotten because I want it rotten
but when I want it clean it will be clean, but here only
bloodshed can wipe out tyranny. There is all the dlfference in
the world between the two. (SL 18- 19)

Aﬁgrican democracy representé to Williams a flexible structure that

changes internally as the need arises, so that ‘it is always in contact
with the immediate circumstances, unlike more rigid philosophical,

_ . : L » :
concepts such as those on which monarchies, or even Marxism, are based, and

which remain fixed. Altbough Williams admits that ". . . the original

conception of a revolutionary America, in the minds of such agitators as

Samuel Adams, Freneau and some others, was not very different from the

‘obJective of those advocatlng a classless society today," he recognize

that the belief in equal1ty, in Amerlca is accompanled by "a respecffior

Al

personal liberty which is basic. So from the histgry"we have side by

sider -equality and liberty" (ARI, lOO—lOl). The American Revolution is

) exemplary, according to Williams, because it did not merely replace a

monarchical system based in Europe with a monarchlcal system of its own.

The American Revolution is seen by Williams as:aﬁfrgaﬁﬁrevolUtion of

thought": - - ' | s



. ' | |

The gist of it was human liberty, that is, the right to self

“determination in matters involving local affairs as well as

conscience. It was opposed by the classic sense of a central,
/ arbitrary authority--in London. (SE, 39) '

Liberality) of thought is essential to the maintenance of individual
liberty: dSmall minds too narrowly restricted to a single yiewpoint are

always more Qéngerous to a democracy than ény enemy attacking from the
outéidé."l3 P : K

Bt bécause America has as its goal not only liberty but
equality aé weli, the indi?ﬂduai is not aBsqlﬁtél§.free to do as he
pieases; he muét keep in mind at al; times the equal rights of others and
his sbcial'reSﬁGqsibilitﬂ%?%k."A rebel in a’Jeffersonian sense, tﬁe
iﬁ&iyidual must alwaysﬁgé;:iike Gglileo, even like Henry Fofd,iif society
is to\}dvance to its goal of the reatest good.for the gréatest number"”
(ARI, 1Q7). A Rebel in a Jéffegigﬁian sehsg"_musf walk a fine line
Bethen self andioc;er, as Amgfiea itéelf‘must balance the rightslof the
individual gnd-thé>%ood»of society. Although, because of the break from
Europe, the word "ffeedom" has beche.ahd.reméins‘"the cémmonly'accepted'
symbol" of America, Wili%ams arguesLtﬁat "Liberty is the béttér word"
bgcause it implies that ”disgipline" is neéessary énd it "has the_v =
_ significance o% inqlusioﬁ rather than a breaking away" (é§3'208—209). ‘In
the American social Stfucture, then, éﬂ individual must keep in mina
simultaneousiy his conception of his ”seif?"‘or his individ#ality, and
Lne realigafion thég he is oél& "pgrt’qf,the wbole.” Conversely, the
'social-stfuéture q§;£ be suchithat”it recognizes ifé own comPosition as a
group of individuals who may have differing needs énd desires,. and

~ therefore eStablish itgelf aé\a body ﬁorestrainany individual or small

group from dictating to thezgroup as a whole. The bond that should hold

i [
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the.society togetheq is its dgsire to prbtgct the individual's libeftieg'
from what Williams calls."adverse weather'-—those ‘forces that erode civil
liberty. This joihc effort to maintain ci&il liberty is, according to
Williams, the basis of American society: ''The real character af'the
people:begqme their joint and skilful resistance to the weather" (SE, 209).
| In Ameri;a, the balance between ap,individual's freedom fo
pursue his'ownvgoals and his hindrance of others in tHeir pursuits is, as
Williams understands, extremely fragile. Williams; comﬁents regarding
the distinctions Between freedom and liberty are notably insightfui, andv
his interpretation of the relationship’getween’gontact'with‘the local
environmen; and the maintenance of li%erty help to .explain why he feels
th%ﬁ such contact by the aftist is a.neceésary;appfoach to artrfor any
American artist. |

Williams explains that while the;push for freedom was onée
necessary in order to break the colonial bonds with Europe, " it
went too far'"; whereas it was once ”pro—éocial,“ greed has made unrestricted
individualism "anti-social™ (ARI, 101). The American dbsession with money,
and American ingenuity, have led tou"practical"'usesfof séience——

. inventions that speed up processes and, in Williams' words, "increase the
gap between touch and thing, not to have a contact" (IAG, 177).

Indivi&ﬁal freedom and practical inventivenéss are correctly
relegated by Williams to a status of secondary iqpqrtance in American
ideology. For ﬁim, unreStricted individualism énd free enterprise are
not central to that ideology, even fhough he recognizes that the measure
of q&gli&y in America has become ééleability, whiphAis, according ﬁo ;
Williams, a-"falée standard"” (ARI, 108). Williaﬁs bonsiders that‘the

individual is not controlled in America, and th ngmeficahsv

4 T i -
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". find precisely where this creature went out of control, at the

same time preserving, if possible, our traditional basis for social

regenerative power in a free creative opportunity for him" (ARI, 102).
AP

°

”HSQ ';hey must, however, resﬂ%@bﬁhe temptation to curb individual liberties,
L hia B
b

ecause opﬁression is not a solution to the problems of an economic
Syég;m'gone awry: '"'The danger of the present is that general liberty
shall be taken away in the attempt to curb the unrestricted play of

individualism~-as if there were no othef cure' (ARI, 101-102). '\,

<

"(Revolutions Revalued:) The Attack on Credit Momopoly from a
Cultural Point of View" again reveals Williams' propensity. to offer
solutions that he feels are typically American, and again shows his

concern with the maintenance of individual liberty, not total freedom, as

5

the basis of American ideology. Williams was convinced by Pound that
Social Credit, not 'the fiasco in Alberta, Canada" (ARI, 100), is an
alternative to the loss of individual liberty.l4‘ Individuals and banks

had; in Williams' opinion, abused their freedom by amassing credit
1

monopoldies that curtailed the rights of others. Williams advocates

Social Credit policies because he sees them as policies for 'LOCAL
5 : ’ /o
control of local purchasing/ power" (P, 218). But he denids that his is
0 A
a political perspective, claiming instead that it is a humane perspective,

=

the perspective of an artist: : \

Speaking as a writer interested in the principles of the Social
Credit mowvement advocated by Major Douglas, and not as a
technical expeyt, let me appro the subject from that camp,
as an ordinavy thigking, feeling human being~-one who has read
a few books carefﬁlﬂy and who ‘was.born and lives in the United
States. It makes a differenc ‘A humane Vieqpoint. At its
best the cultural viewpoint”f?__zg 97) '

‘

-~

The most important implicat;on of this-hgﬁane viewpoint, the American
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culturalr. viewpoint, i‘s l*t.:hat the individual ‘:out’act with hisk‘environmer»lt
muét consider that he will live amidst what he creates, ér destroys.
Thérefore, he must take intq coﬁsidéfation his society and the environmentﬁ‘
itselé; only thosé who have no connection withbthe place itself can act
out of pure selfishness. |
The’forygpe hunters who, to~usé Williams' own image, rape and
plunder the land, taking‘what they cgn from it and from those who are in
contact with.it,.are nét ip éontact with the American environment or the
Americ;n ideology; they'are'looking eastward,'back out across the Atlantic
towards Europe: '"Meanwhile an unrelated Hopi ceremonial--unrelated, that
is, except to the sand, the corn, théiﬁirds,tthe beagts, thenperiodic
~drought, and the mountain sights and cglors——was living in the férther
West" (§_E_,' 146) . While the Indians lived in contact with the .land, the
fortune hungers seek onlyAto use the environment for tﬁeir own purposes.
They are the conquerors, like Cortez (IAG, 27-38), whose spirituai \
'descendents'might be those éucﬁ as Gurlie in the Stecher trilogy, who
single-mindedly pushes her husbﬁnd on, forcing him to make his business
grow. % ‘ ‘ o
Other Eugzopeans, however, like De Soto (IAG, 45-58), come to
copduer the New World,.but are seduced by the land itself, and give
themselyes.to the new environment. According tb Williams,'afteriDe Soto
died his body was taken by the Indians "out, in a canoe and committed to
Ow .
the middle of the stream," where it became a "soliFary sperm,' to
tonsummate his love for the New Wo;ld, of which he had become a part
(IAG, 58). RQdVTownley aptly calls this acceptance af the New World

"possession by surrender,"15 and it is: for Williams, the only way that

anyone might truly possess a land without destroying its inherent qualities.
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As D. H. Lawrence states in a review of In the American Grain,

~Williams sees two alternatives for Americans. The first is to recoil
"into individual smallneif and insentience, and gutting the great
continent in frenzies of mean fear. It is the Puritan'way. The other is
by touch; touch Americé as she is; dare to tquch-her! _And this is tHe

heroic way."l6 Dickran Tashjian reiterates this opinion, stating that In

the American Grain is "shaped by Williams' theory of contact':

Thus he disapproves of the Puritans because they retained their,
European theology. The wilderness tightened their grip upon
European culture. In contrast, Daniel Boone ii7drawn as the
hero who gave himself to the wilderness. . . .

In In the American Grain and elsewhere in his writings, Williams
repeatedly uses the fmage of movement inland to reveal the degree of
contact achieved by early Americans. While‘figures'such as Boone, De Soto,
and Pére Rasles had moved inland and adapted to. the new surroundings,
others constantly yearned to be back in the familiar surroundings of

¢

Europe.

Bdone, particularly, is idealized by Williams:

The significance of Boone and the others of his time and trade
was that they abandoned touch with those along the coast, and
their established references, and made contact with the
intrinsic elements of an as yet unrealized.material of which
the new country was made. (SE, 140)

g

Williams calls Boone's contact with the New World an act of 'genius," but
Boone, as a result of his immersion in the wilderness along with the

others who had moved inland, became crude and ill-mannered (§E; 141). ek

Boone and his companions lost the conventional manners and -customs oﬂ
(‘.Ii.:j}
2

Europeans; yet they began a culture of their own:



/
They themselves became part of the antagonistic wilderness
against which the coastal settlements were battling. Their
y Sadness alone survives. Many of them could hardly read. Their
% gspeech became crude. Their manners sometimes offensive. It
was the penalty they had to pay.
It was a curious anomaly. They in themselves had achieved
a culture, an adjustment to the conditions about them, which
was of the first order, and which, 'at the same time, oddly cut
them 'of £ from the others. (SE, 141)

Only by maintaining their independence from the other more
European settlers, and by moving deeper into America and American
ideology, could the settlgrs form a neQ culture; By daring to enter the
unknown, men such as Columbus ;nd Boone had opened up a new world of |

possibilities, and the spirit of discovery became, according{to:ﬂilliams,
. : . 3. T
.

the spirit of America. He believes that this spirit ﬁUstmbemevident inw”
' American litératuée, ana that the literature should eXpressvthe‘liberai:H
mindedness and political flexibility associated with America it;elf.
Like Poe, who Willdams says 'faced inland, t§ originality" (IAG, 226),
and Whitman,\%ho moved iniand to Camden, the poet in Paterson "headed
inland, follawed'by the dog" (P, 203). |

Iﬂ’"The Writers of thé American‘Revélution,” és the ;itlé-
itself indicates, Williams argues that the real revolution‘did not take
place on a military level, but in the written expression of the values
tﬂat had become associated with America itself. In the actﬁal'document
"The Declaration of Independencg," Thomas Jefferson brings to "highest
fruition the basic democratic philosophy which had firstfinspired
S. Adam;” (SE, 49)-. Williams creaﬁes_the'impression that this
revqutionéry Hémocratic Ehilospphy was éimultaneously'caused by and

¥

responsible for a revolutionary new literature that is written by those

who share this philosophy: e

r“'

-
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They were of all types, diplomats, ministers of the gospel, and
some, like Washington, soldiers as well. Such men as Franklin
the urbanity of whose prose style, acceptable to the French
court, played its part in.winning the French to America as an
ally--Tom Paine, Freneau, Jefferson. They were not unopposed.
But the Tory element whose weapon was in the main virulent
satire produced no such works as the patriot. (SE, 45)

Williams views/those writers who are not trying to adapt to the
possibilities offered by thevnew wofld as conservatives in both literature
and politics, and he argues that those who teach subserviencé to mésters
in art are as dangerous as those who teach "subservience’éo the actual
leaders" instead of teaching'the value of liberty itself.

Williams recognizes that there'is a "Tory element'" in American
literaturé, and as Roy Harvey Pearce has made clear, it has been a major
force,18 but for Williams the uniquel§ Americap literature is that which
is concerned with the liberal values that are associated with revolutionary

America, and which were brought about_by the possibilities offered by the

new land. _He sees American literary independence, which had been fought

¢

for by writers such as Whitman, beingvtaken away again by Eliot,.who

values English political, religious, and social traditions, and who looks
to Europe for models of great art: "The drift was plainly away from all
that was nati&e to Americé, Whitman among the rest, and toward thq}study

19 . . . ) -
This conservative, counter-revolutionary

of the past and England;"
spirit.in art Williams éees as analogous to the spirit of those who
-wished oﬁly to use America‘és a supply depot for the old Qofld and as a
place where they could make their foftunes and leave--those British
Empire qualists who did not see: the pqtential f America itself. But
Williams is ﬁot advocating a return to an idyll{c pasg; he recognizes

that the past, whatever qualities it may have had, cannot be regained.

.Like Emerson,'Thoreau, Hawthorne, Melville, and Whitman before him, he is
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‘encouraging the creq[ion of art that is indigenous to America in the same

way that Indian culture had been.

, The choice for the artist'becomes, therefore, either to turn
back to Europe in search of mddels, or to be a part of what Willjams calls
the "new vision--rich and varied as its political history" (ARI, 215),
that.had been necessary in order to discover America and to foynd a new
nation indebéndent from England. The question becomes, for Williams, ''Is

1
a man for or against the Revolution?" (ARI, 216). Williams' own answer

to that Qﬁestion is stated firmly in Contact: ''If Americans aré_to be
blessed wit:‘apportant work it will be tpréugh intelligent, inforﬁed
contact with the‘lo;ality Which‘aloﬁe.can infuse it with reality”

(CI, 4, 18). The literary revolutioﬁ that Williams attempts to conduct
is not fought by means of conflict with the\Europeans,_and the British in

particular, but by turning'away from them and concentratihg on America

itself:

I came to look at poetry from a local viewpoint; I had to find
out for myself; I'd had no instruction beyond high ‘school

" literature. When I was inclined to yriée poems, I was
definitely an American kid, confidenﬁ of himself and also
independent. From the beginning I felt I was not English. If
poetry had to}be written, I had to do it my own way. (IWWP, 14)

But neither Pound nor Eljot enter into this American.revolution.

Malcolm waley says that when the expatriates left America they rejected

- the convictions that are shared by Americans:

They had been uprooted from something more than a birthplace, a
country or a town. Their real exile was from society itself,
from any society to which they could honestly contribute and
from which they could draw the strength that lies in shared

convictions. R

Pound and Eliot exemplify this alienation from American liberal-democratic



‘attﬁtudes, but both of thed: contrary to the impression of expatriateg\"

oy

presented by Cowley, do find, in Europe, a culture to which they feel
«.’

moré suited.

As J. Frederick Hoffman points out, "The genuine expatriates—-.
EIiot‘apd Pound especially--had never really thought Jf returning; Eliot
bécause he w;s too much in love with things British, Pound because he
hated too much the central democratic philosophy of American life and
thought it uncongenial to the artist."Zl Although Eliot later said that
he WOﬁld not call himself "a 'royalist' toutcourt," instead'favoring the
retentioﬁ of the monarchy '"in everyvcpuntry in which a monarchy still

-

. 22 .
exists," he does, in an infamous passage from the preface to For

Lancelot Andrewes (1928), proclaim his allegiance to the old world,

stating that his '"general point of view may be described as classicist in

literatq;e, royalist in politics, and anglo—catholic in.religion."23 And

although Pound himself believes that he speaks for Jefferson as well as
Mussolini, Donald Davie points out that Pound, in Patria Mia‘tl9l3),

accepts none of the values on which American culture is based:

It is in any case highly significant that this, Pound's most
obviously and explicitly American book should have.a Latin
title. He attempts to foresee a future for America according
to paradigms he had learned about in Europe. Neither at this
time nor afterwards does Pound share the conviction and the
hope which as a matter of historical record have fired the
cultural achievements of the white m3n in North America ever

- since Plymouth Plantation--the hope and belief that’the new
‘continent offered a new start, a new Eden for a new Adam,
liberated from the corruptions and errors of Europe and
forewarned by European history how to avoid European mistakes.
On the contrary Pound takes it for granted that if America is
ever to produce or become a civilization, it cdn do so only by
modelling itself on European precedents, Bzecedents that are
ultimately or originally Greek and Roman.

Only a man who has no faith in democratic principles, who believes that
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it is composed one—third of peasant ili)»?sxsimism, one~-third of laissez—aller‘

éggﬁ utter indifference n25 could see a direct relationship between
Jefferson and Mussolini, whose authority, as Pound himself states, comes,
"as Eirugina proclaimed authority comes, 'from right reason' and from the

general fascist_conviction that he is more likely to be right than

n26

anyone else 1is. Despite Pound's contributions to innovative writing,

he could not gccept the democratic liberalism oﬁ America,vand, as Davie
says, even his innovations are based on conservative beliefs: "And ’
Pound's slogan, 'make it New', affords little comfort to the avant-garde;

it is a recipe for conservation, for protecting past monuments in all

their potency. n27 4 @5“

Leslie Fiedler recoggizes as Williams had before him, that

i

o™
thes American traditlon, the tradition of the new, is precisely

c Ly .28
< antiliteary, subverslVe » « """ and that ". . . to be free to 'make it
. o W - ‘ PR .

new' ' [American artisi%]'must destroy the most recent old man, however
. " . @ . "k .
dearly lovéd;"zg ‘Fie&ler says that historically they do this by

5

parodying wrlters of tue pasc 30 but as Bram DiJkstra points out,
- "‘}

Williams, like»thé photographer members of t¥e Stieglitz group, realizes

that America could be understood "by going back to the very‘ba81s of

nature, ‘the objeft,j3lf This reJection of the’past by focusing on the

&
5

immediafe islcloser; also,bto Williams® own view of America, where he
says, "Without atﬁacﬁmenﬁ’to an essential reality, nothing could have
lived in these,Closeddoff areas' (SE, 148). Attachment to conditions at

hand has been the basis of American success in creating its own culture,

and it will do the same, according to Williams, in art:

It has been by paying naked attention first to the thing itself
that American plumbing, American shoes, American bridges, . _
indexing systems, locomotives, printif} presses, city b&ildings,
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- farm implements and a thousand other’ ‘things have become notable
in the world. Yet we are timid in believing that in the arts
discovery and invention.will take the same course. And there
is no reason why they should unless our writers have the
s inventive intelligence of our engineers and cobblers.
(CI, 3, 15)

,Af‘Thé lack of?a*long'literary.tradition‘and the‘ideological'stance
against tradition are, in‘Williams"view,:advantages held by Americans,
“who-are forced, therefore, to focus on the‘immediate conditions, which
- must”be accepted on theirlomn terms-and mhichhdo not allow avsystematic

approaCh: ”Our processes are for the moment chaotic but they have the

¢ S

distinct advantage of being able to claim no place of rest save 1mmed1acy

.(CI 3, ‘15) ..

Unfortunately then, “although Williams advocafjes cultural
relativity,rhe'also,indicates that American ideology iiveS»American,
artists advantages over artists from‘any other places in the world. - What

is even morerdlstressing, however,‘is that/Wllliams analogy of contact
( . . .

T and American ideology implies that Americans, who adopf American cix

ideological posftlons, have a %onopoly on rrtistic sensibllity,

:particularl mogdern artlstic sensibility.v

e T
<

: There is a great cultural discovery, far more s1gn1ficant than
> a machine (where the superficial American genius lies)nimmanent
¢ " " ~—that will shoot out rays into EVERY department of life. NOT -
'KNGWLEDGE——rearranging it into CLARITY--so that its complications
~ will grow plain-—-grouped, bagged*-for pleasure, leisure——/
(R, 21)

‘:fAmericanvvalueS3 in-Williams’ view,'are modern values, substantiated by

-

'twentieth—century developments in sc1ence and Justified by lessons in

morality taught by history.p These values are embodied 1n Williams 1ma§§

N -

' of "St Francis Einstein of - thesDaffodils” and; by staying in contact
) £

- With actual events, they rema;\\constantly¢modern. E
T g T T T T e

“n
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Oqu by expressing these A@eriéén values, tﬁereforg, because

s thgf are synonyﬁous 1n Wiiliamsf m%?dvﬁgth ¢§defnity, does tae artist’
ekpréss the modern world. Att;ﬁtion'to 10éalvqgtails, tglergnce, aﬁd "no

. prejudices whatéver;" those vélueé tﬁat-Williéﬁs‘belieyés*characterize‘

, America, for him chafacterize the mdde?ﬁiiﬁ ért;v~As the'possibili;ieg
presénteg by the‘neﬁ worldkhad'given fise»féfthé;ekiéfenéé*bf’é form of

government more modern and more humane than any that had existed

. previously, so America itself would give rise to new ways of c;gating*and'-gﬁ

perceiving art: - "In art as in pglitic;, 1h sp1ﬁé of our faﬁlts, tl"xe&j‘;"?"~ f:?ﬁ
»time;drift favofs\America" (ARI, ZlO). Williams a;gﬁeé/that Américan .
 sensibility,!gﬁizh.is.rélatéd,by bim‘to’artiéfic'sensibilityg can éx?ress
§Qa view Sf kn;;gédge tha;bhad hifhertb’only*Beép'rgc§gnized'by'artiéts, ¥

and a nj; relationship between the individual and the world around him. |

. L
.‘ st ' "’ ) ‘ '
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1 aspiration toward a peak, a

.usefulfbody of knowledge_mad

- |
n N
L. - . o J

CHAPTER 3
s "V-WHAT EVERY ARTIST KNOWS': ART, KNOWLEDGE, AND 'AMERICA

The proofs fﬂam approaching are those of a wider knowledge than
any one of tlge divisions of humanity, learned oF: unlearned, has
power to' envision--it has to do with time--and fhe test of time,
\ with color, diverse forms, contact of the senses—-with style,
invention--the creations of genius and of anima}s and flowers
(EK, 44) ’ : -

“

- . . /-//‘_/,./-,

=

: According,to Williams, the'American perspectiye"on;the ature of knowledge

|
;-

is, like the artist's perspective based upou the recognltion that truth

,: is relative to time and plate and that -the search'for a higher or absolute

truth is'futile. Williams himkelf Zarries this.American, artistic

Ly

perspective to the extreme that he ahestions the value of knowledg 9V y
t v

gained through science or philosophy, and he 1nd1cates that ‘the most

A

valuable and the most humane knowledge, 1f not the only knowledge, is - -

gained t&éﬁygh experience, contact‘with 1ocal\conditions.1 He
oY . e o

A

.distinguishes between the intelligent'man, who gains-knowledge through

personal experience,- and the intellectual:fwho gains knowledge throdgh

\ !)}

the accumulation of facts or by rationality‘alone. Williams:criticizes',

'

. intellectuals;for being narrow idealists, ' 'cut ‘from the same ¢loth"” a

"
tyrants because they learn p{e—conceived ideas about what should be——ideas

that ‘deny individual liberty and hinder perception of the actual world 2"

3 N
&

’ In Williams opinion, intellectualism and idealism are part of the

elitist European tradition not the American: ."The European medieval

stocratic striving the.American toward a-
! &,

to‘serye the‘indimidual‘who is primary"
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(EK, 9).°

. o
R

Williams argues that artists,'like Americans, gain knowledge
through their own senses and perceptions (their own "body of knowledge'")

" and that this "sensual contact” makes art the only human endeavor not-.

L

restricted to any particular field of knowledge, such as science,
philosophy, or mathematics, but concerned with all aspects of life. But

L3

this is to equate imagination and intelligence, for Williams indicates -
that the function of imagination is to perceive through the whole body,.
and he concludes that the artist 1is a man of‘intelllgence. The analogy‘
. drawn by Williams between art and American ideology is accurate insofar

¥4

as it applies to art based on actuality, but that is itself a thoroughlyi

pragmatic, American view of art,» wEmerson points out in Nature,

n

v+ . . American character’is marked "B a more than average delight ih

accurate perception."4 The absurd implication of Williams' argument- is -

that the American attempt(éo view the woxld clearly, as though it is
-~being seen for the fi%st time, and)the..rti "s*attempt to_do the same,
e - \J
have been Justified by Einstein's theory of relativity,s.soithat in the
twentieth-century no one.who does not adhere to the American’ideology can

be'considered~to be either an intelligent man or.a great artist. But his

argument itself is, based upon the premise that there is a universal

w

modern perspective--a premise that contradicts both Williams' own argument

-, -

for-cultural relativity and the theory of relativity'itself; time and -
place are inseparable, 4nd the modern beliefs of one culture are not

necessarily the beliefS'of-all;cultures.fv v
Althouéﬁ&%instein himself does not agree. that his'theory of
relativity necessitates a change in man s attitude towards the world he

.
~does recognize that such a change of attitude has occurred 6 John

d.



Unterecker”expreéses what has become known as thé preddminant modern
attitude when he says‘that the theory of relativity "altogether changes

the nature of.knowledge."7 And according to Giles Gunn, Einstein's

‘theory gives modern man a perspective that defines his very modernity:

. . . modern man knows-—-as the very terms of his identity as
modern assume--that there is nothing real which does not change..
Hence he is unable to conform hfmself to a model of the real
which is fixed and timeless simply because he cannot believe
that there is anything which is fixed, stable, and timeless.

In fact, however, this so-called modern perspective is the perspective of
the Romantics, though in the twentieth century it is gﬂn some scientific

#

ctive, . is4carrying on  the Romantic notion of the primacy
— t( .

credence. »W_ﬁms', tl’ieréfore, by insisting upon what he believes to be

the modern ¢

: Sage ,

of 1ndividual perception over any’ concept of unlversal truth. 2
~ : f

Williams is not, of course, alongyln his belief in, this concept

of the modern world, and thlS View pf the modern Ioss oggfalth in universal

dy
s o

truth is perhaps the basis of the Modernists' vision of“the'world i?@@v
chaos. Lawrence Durrell argues that all artists of the twentieth cenfury
mﬁet understand that "Thefe is no final truth to be found--there #% onlf N

provisional ﬁruth.within a given context;"9 Durrell expiains that the

i

causal or mechanical theory,'which he calls Vgie bedrock of philosophy,"10

and on which much of scientific thought before the twentieth century was
based, came into doubt when scientists .began to bélieve that ".s«. . the

ultimate laws of nature were simply not causal at all":ll

If }eality'is somehow extra~causal, then a whole new vista of
ideas is opened up--a territory hitherto only colonized by
intuition. If the result of every experiment, of every motion
_ _ of nature, is completely unforeseen and unpredictable--then
’ everything is perpetua%ly brand new, gverything is, if you care
to think of it like th&§> 'a miracle. - 4 £ :

-~



* of previous events is not ne@essarily ;ransferrable to ano

life or of reality than hefs ever been

77

o

Iris Murdoch, too, says that "We live in a scientific and anti-
. o . l*,. . ‘
metaphysical age in which the dogmas, images, and precepts of religion

have 1ost much of their power,' and that "We are also the heirs of the
Enlightenmene; Romanticiﬁﬁ, and the Liberal tfaditio‘n."13 Even Durrell
and Murdoch, then, who are not Americao, describe.the modern world in
‘terms of an ideolog£cal position that ﬁg part of the Romentic, liberal
tradition of the age in which the U iped étates itself was founded, end"

whose values have become part of the American ideology ¥
b ’

From® this perspective, if every event is unique

X

S

q - . - . . -
then intellect is c0ns§ﬂereq‘%brbe muc 5 ibortant than
. . [ . :

. been, and knowledge cannot be measured sis of the accumulation
L]

of facts. In a system of measure thag

e’ accumulation of facts as
1 : .

a standard of kno&ledge, we might "all"#5zéfe, as Eliot says we do, that

f\
Mo wa &knowledge of the European is supe‘rior to that of the savage."ll‘

But Wiliiams does not believe thet such-a cultural hierarchy exists, nor

. ‘ . % ‘
does he believe in the development of the most impo*"- aspects of human

-

knowledge=~that which man finds in Bis own environmeng: L

" The logical conclusion, or reductiﬁ*ad absurdum—-as it may be--
is that when philosophy (or science) has solved the complexities
~of the ultdimate constitution of matter--we shald somehow know
more than he man who drew the white rhinoceros on the West
Tratdvaal ¥all. .
% ; " It is'unlikely. (EK, 82) ' o

B

Williams' view is‘tﬁat, despite the accumulation.of facts and desbige new

ways of applying these facts, man @a no closex\to an understanding of

h
. { - . ). - . .
As far as .any Ultimate problem of the universe is concerned- man

on earth must forever be totally 1gnorant._ For him all simply
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exists. He cannot know anything; he cannot even begin to know;
he can merely appreciate; .his sole possible activity can oe but
of twp orders: to hehold and to behold more. (EK, 178)

The effect of the theory of relativity on Williams' thought is .

0.

that it justifies' for him the American emphasis on individualism: ,iF no
one can come closer to an underetandiné of the universe rhan'anyone else,
then each man's view is as yalid as another's. Higher authorities such

as the monarchy, the. Church, or the ciaseic§! authorities to‘whiCh Eliot

‘defers, are of the past, or of Europe, baut not of America and the modern
v@%m‘ ) : ' ) . ! _
e world. If intellect,’in the sense of the accumulation of facts, is no |

longer a valid indicator of ‘knowledge, then a new measkré must take 1ts

place, and for Williams this measure is based on contaét with 1mmediate
Ll ﬁ, L ,ﬂ’ﬁg‘
v

conditions, exemplified by Jefferson s system of governmenttgnd Boone s

move ‘into the wilderness of America.

In this system, the individuel>becomes his own authority.. n.
g§§§d

?

s / ,
fact, Williams states explicitl:;fhaq "The body it®*1is which stands
not only over our comings and g

’ngs; but over ouriwits also" (Nov; 364),

and that ideas can only be substantiated‘when they are based unon :

’F' ..iv experience: ”It is ridiculous for me to pronounce such ex gathedra g@
statements except as results of observation’ from experlence whether as 4

' poet or a physician . . (ARI lll) Williams eov1ses others,; too, to

LS
b
conform to this limited approach to 1earning :

" Beware of psychologic supports to thought and action~-these are

a late development not yet certainly placed. First rely on the,

/ direct observation of the senses, of such strength everything |
\ ) . else is built up, without it nothing is reliable. . Judge by the’
v : eyes and ears, touch gnd taste--reject everything from no matter

? ~what source that is without a place there. (EK, 135)
TR ,;.’ :" T . L ‘ ‘ - ‘ ! 1;..’.,;,"
e : Williams does, however, temper his rather dogmatic assertions

of the direct relationship between knowiedge and experience, 3nd he comes

*

‘;

g 'i - _:‘ A" vf . i \,"f‘  i‘ YAV f: ‘ 'VI ‘!bf:
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,closer to the distinctly American philosophy of pragmatism, when he
‘ . 4 - .

admits that accumulated facts can become more than "spurious information”

-.,\ " '

- ¥

if they stand the test of actual application:

. We see every advantage to a §lfin up-to-date information made
o his own through experience of'its significance in his environ-
: ’ ment. This is knowledge. Spurious information is that which
¢ is unrelated to the contacts of experience. (CI, 3, 14)
. X ‘ ‘ A k .
Williams admits also that there are certain facts and theories that have

1%q§lw by : SRt

Wil become a part of human consciousness almost universally and he seems
;’w1111ng EOﬁ%verlookkthat they 'too are psychologlc supports '”It is

1mportant not to ignore the Copernican theory, the voyage of COIUmbus,

[ 3

not because these things make a damned bit of difference Lo ‘anyone, i

¥" . especially to a poet, but because they stiib}unconscious in a ‘man's crop

and pefvert his"meaning unless he have them sufficiently'at his fingers'

Q tips to be ware [sic]'of them."l7ﬂ -
-But even though- Williams acknowledges ‘the importance of some
e information, and he berates those Americans who seldom~read enough,”18

L
3

he»also emphasizes that for h1m all knowledge, even if itfis'not derived
. S .
‘”;vl " from experience, must be tested by experience One connotation: of the

Qtitle, The@Embodiment of Knowledge, ®s that a man's knowledge is embodied

NG A R ; : . N

“ by him chrongh experience. Because experience is ultimately of things, -
Aigﬁ% Williams stresses in "Paterson" (CEP, 233), in "A Sort of Song" (CIP, 7),
. ‘ . . » -
. in his autobidgraphy (A, 390), and in the long poem, Paterson, that’

»  knowledge is based on contact with the'things oflthe environment:
-

4Say
5 . '
it, no ideas but in things——" (P 6). Only fﬁeas'based in a place and on

the experience oikfhat place can. be understood by,more than just the.

b «

intellect, and Williams contends the knowledge 'must be 1ocaoed outside

-~

" the mind" (EK, 13!8 if it is to be valuable, or if it is to be knowledge.

a

i
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»

at all: “'he inundation of the intelligence by masses of complicated
fact is not knowledge" (sA, 139).1°

But even if the "full possession of our senses' will reveal to

us "our position in the world" (ARI, 197), as Williams says it will, such

emphasis on the individual, if Mt-does not make the individual himself

totally selfecentred and egotistical, keeps him ignorant-of cultures and

i *
. )

attitudes that are outside his own experience Nancy Willard says that
Williams de51res to bring about "the reconciliation of man with his world

through the destructioﬁ qfﬁﬁtereotyoed .modes of thinking and seeing which
20
n

preveﬁt #m from knowing it,

15¢

“but his knowledge is 1imited to his own
\

time and place. While W‘gliams states that "Flex1bllity of thought is so
¥ .
- ‘é:*f B i
precious that sometimér it seems the only virtue of the mind——the only

*irtue_the mind needsf (Eg, 126), and that '"Doctrinaire formula—worship-—

that is our real enemy" (Nov, 279),?l\his own golution ‘to the problem of

maintaining flexibility, contact with -the locality,'is itself narrow and
limited. ’hqi

The basis og these limitations in Williams view of knowledge,
B
and of his American chauvinism, is in kis analogy of political flexibllity

0

and flexibility of thought. The American demgcratic political system i;\\ -

~
-

Williams' érchetype of a stable force that remains flexible fnd an order

thatﬁconstantly chénges. Williams also views Jefferson's argnment that
", . a revolution every 20 &ears is the sole guarantee of a free_stateﬁ
- (EK, 86),22 as an indication of 'Jefferson's recognition that contact with
: Vo
the 1mmediate conditions is more important than 'subserviepce to the
actual leaders” (R, 62). But Williams assumes-thét‘beceﬁsexcontact with
local conditions is the basis of American democratic ideoloéy, which
protects individual liberty, it is also what keeps the mind flex1ble

S

~
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the local in a full sense is the freeing agency to all

thought, in that it is everywhere accessible to all: not in

the temple, of a class, but for every place where men have eyes,

brains, vigor and the desire to partake with others of that

same variant in other places which unites us all--if we are

able. (EK, 23)

Even though, within Williamsf own system of determining knowledge, it is
localism, not Americanism, that is the basis of intelligence, the

. i3 -
relationship between Americanism and localism, built into the American

political structure itself, leads Williams to the chauvinistic conclusion

that the man who makes "intelligent use of his 1ife" is a man who has "a

liberal understanding of the world and an American one" (EK, 23).

Williams extends this analogy so that "American common sense,”23

or "sensual contact," is related got only to intelligence ‘and to American

el

political ideblogy, but to art as well. For him, the "6nly worldtthat

R A ]
exists is the world of the senses. Tle world of the artist" (SE, 196).
The artist, like the quintessential Améficans in Williams' interpretation

of American history, connqcté his ideas to the actual world through .,

s

contact: "It is in things that for the artist the power lies, not beyond
Y . .

them" (SE, 234). Williams limits all art to thé expression of '"'sensual -

~

contact, " ‘because he tries to adapt art to his view of American ideology:

For--as has been saiy many times--"all art is local," that it
is is the effect of sensuality, the employment of sensual
apperceptions by which, to record and compose. And all sense
must, to be accurate, apy{y'itself to that which it sees,
smells, touches--its Jotaldty. (ARI, 222)

|

" While he could possibly make a cénvincing.argument that twentieth-century
American art; in order to express‘both the ideology‘apd phe place, mugt
focus on the actual wo@ﬂd,‘Williamé imposes his théory on art and artists
of.the past, and he sets_artjiq oppositién to all-other human endeavors .
.

instead of valuing it for its own worth. o -

ﬂ
3
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Williams' rhetoric makes it.seém as though by li@i;ing art to -j
this relationship with actuality, he is opening it up to poésibilities

that are far beyond the scope of such subjects as science, history,
psychology, or philosophy, which are 'so many fragments capable of

infinite subdi;isioqs."v Williams' argument is that art, if it deals with
life ané experience, can present the "écope" of life itself (EK, 114):

"In other words, art can be made of anything——providéd it can be seen,
smelt, touched, apprehended and understood to be what it is--the flesh of
a”?onstantly repeated permanence" (§£, 130). He argues thaf art’ footéd
in.time and plaééﬁ;;ile éllowing for gﬁzhtreatment of any subject, is the
oniy humgn endea?or flexible.enéﬁgh~to encompass any field of knowledge.

He believéé\théf.aCademics, thinking'that they are dissemina;ing knowledge,
teach "remote his;grical exampleshénd training in petty mechan

details" (3,'62), which are actually'hindering the{?ﬁvelopment’of,
knowlédge gained thréugh.experience: "But fhe chief efféct of it all is

to have allowed time to pass during our most impressionable yeérs.witﬁout
coming into contact, actuall?, with what has haPpéned and is happening
around us" (EK, 64). Williams' solution is that'before ; studént must
"choose a field" (R, 35) or profeséion, he shoﬁlq be taught poefry, so
that'he.ééﬂ understand the choices available to him. Only art, ;nd poetry
in particuiar,'can offer the student a vieﬁ of the_whole'ﬁéeld of human

_ 3
endeavor:

all subject tp)ﬁbetry——J

+

poetry is the standard of MEASURE: that gives them a worth
R, 36) _ , -

¢ L . . .
Although Williahg;understands that no one will ever know any more than
" 'the man who drew the white rhinoceros on the West Transvaal wall," who

3
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is himself an artist, he also sees that art offers all of the knowledge

that man has about life, which is a view of life iteelf in all its

s !

paradoxes and contradictions: o

o

It is knowledge that is the basis of art--that knows how to
change and acknowledge the multiple-variability of its coin.
Transcends time instead of layers of superimposed and
oppressive values, gives an equal value, i.e., we know, or have
known everything. (EK, 80)

But even .while Williams is expoundiﬁg the value of liberty,

itgelf an abstract concept that he manipulates in order to disquise the

restrictiveness of his own contact theory, he is also limiting art to the

expression of experience:

In only one thing have we grounds for belief: the multiple
object of our life itself.

When we are forced by a facb (a Boston, a Chicago e‘en——
provided we avoid sentimentalify) it can save us from 1n§n1ty,
even though we do'no more,than photograph it. :

Eye to eye with some of the figures of our country ‘and”
epoch, truthfully--avoiding science and philosophy—-relyﬂpg on
our well-schooled senses, we can at least begin to pick uP the
essentials of a meaning. (CII, 1:2, 109) \ |

4
- |
. |

VWilliams contends that "the philosopher writing about art" can never see

what the artist sees because the artist's understanding is 'part q& his

own body" and his art is "the product of a certain sort of living contact

that can be made to live, even for discussion, in no other way" (ARI, 63).

But while Williams makes this distinction between the knowledge of the

philosopher and the knowledge of the artist, Eliot spedks of the

"unification of sensibility," &n wbich the poet's feelings and his mind

. \ :
are“working together. Unlike Williams, who accepts "the multiple object

)

of our life itself\4f£liot belieVes it is the task of the mind ‘to create

-
4

a

order: '"When a poet s-mind is° perfectly equipped for its work, 1t is : %

constantly amalgamating disparate experience, the ordinary man's

;./","\—)‘/'
' v

,
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experience is chaotic, irregular, fragmentary."
. .

From Williams' perspective, only art that is the expression of
1 .

. | .
' experience can be an alternative to both intellectualism and "acquisitive

understanding,'" while being at the same time a way to assess value:

because I early recognized the futility of acquisitive
understanding and at the same time rejected religious dogmatism.
My whole life has been spent (so far) in seeking to place a
value upon experience and the object’s of experience that would
satisfy my sense of inclusiveness without redundancy-- :
completeness, lack of frustration with tbgziibeff§/;f choice;
the things which the pursuit of "art™ offers-- (SA, 115-16)

Williams makes the lack of rational process 'the primary virtue of art,
believing that rationality interferes with the process of learning: '"The
only *human value of aqy;hing, writing included, is infense vision of the

l:j" M I
facts, add to that by“saying the truth and action upon them--clear .into
N ) “,J - . ) N .
the machine of absurdity to a core that is covered" (DW, 259). He -
. . ) T,

indicates that the way in which art reaches "a deeper reality lost to
. * T LR -

science completely: the_Aﬁerican thing" (EK, 113), is by eliminating
.4 rationality from the creati&e process. Kenneth Burke defines Welliams'®
) \. o 4 . v .
view of the wotd "contact".as "man without the syllogism, without the

a

, o parode, without Spinoza'stthics, man with nothing but the thing and the

feeling of that thing."25

But Williams not only rejectg intellect as a part of his own.

» ‘ . .
artistic process, he also denies that it has ever been.a part of the

- 4

: creative procesd of great artists. He asserts that Giotto "saw first,

o

or ﬁiwihénxhedpainégd what he saw. He saw nothing -the way they wanted him to
ey, e _ SIS A A X -

B r 1

BT S ‘: - . * N . !
ar! (ARIP126) . .Williams creafés*thé impression that Giotto's most
ot é IR E . Yo . .

;cfgifgye act was in rebelling against whatever he had learned, in order
) R . S

A to;s%§ for himself. Similarly, in "A Matisse!" published in the first,

o]

B : . ’ o
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.~ version of Contact, Williams‘creates the impression that the success Jf

3 .

. : _ , " '
Matisse;s painting of a nude woman lies as much.iazghat he does not do
) ’ ! A

/ < ' .
(take into consideration what he has learned about nudes from artists of
S '

-+the pést) as in what he does, which is to paint the woman as he sees her,

*

"in this spot today not like Diana or Aphrodite.hut with better proof

| than they of regard for the place she was in" (CI, 2, 7). Nearly thirty
years later Williams reiterates his belief that "A man has to shut out
alpost all things believed to be woman today to paint woman' (ARL, 182).26
He says itvis 'true of all studies'" that the past, and abstract ideas’

received from the past, are "barriers" to surmount," but that for y'an

.

. .
art student,"” it is—particularly necessary to ignore what has been learned:

0 . .
"But in art, which is the quintessence of knowledge, the category most

responsive to living conditions, the most s nsitive to the damages caused

I

by lumber of all sorts, which xruin its accuracy, it [the past] is fatal"

“ '

(EK, 10). T

3 ) ' : . s .
But even if Williams' assumptions' about the creative processes

L_Ig 93) because

it remains in contact with immediate conditicns, is false. Williajs, ,‘
. -

believing that it is this attachment to- locality that gives art its o

"human element”"‘ignores the aépect of poetry~\hat

/

s the expressicntof :

'ﬂ
f mankind n27 rt - can,,

4‘«}

‘ what Alfred Nonth Whitehead calls "the intudtions

y
‘\ithout expressing sensory. perceptions, bring alive in the imagin tion of

|

1ts audience a world ﬁ@at is not necessarily an expression of the‘actual

g

world, and at the same time in creating this imaginary world it. can

\

. Teveal the artist s intuitive understanding of conditions that exist in

the actual world. o . O R

0, E
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,._r While the kind of art called for by the contact theory is not ﬂj

realism or nepresentation of actuality\(though in his argument Williams

often seems to be restricting art to realism), he does not grant that the

1mag1nation of either the artist or his audience has the power of whaba
might be called 1htuitive understanding, o?‘understanding that\is not‘

based on_’ sensory perception alone For'Williams, the artist s vision,'
-

his imaOination, is based quite liteFally upon his sensory perception
b

: The abillty to see’ things clearly is, for Williams, the greatest

achievement of imagination. Imagination is not necessarily revealed in

" the largeness of the scope of artistic v151on, but often in the artist s
B
.ability to distinguish subtleties Williams himself states that he wants

t'? 'make a big, serious portrait of, [his] time' (DW 238), but ‘he also

fstatesg " unless I apply myself to ‘the minute——my life escapes me"

(Nov, 280) "Minute” here has the double’meaning of.the partlcular'tlme '

and of the small particular details of the environment Thr gh»contact‘

/

with the scene as it ex1sts, cutting through all pre—conceived notlons'
about that Scene, the artist gains insight, or true underStanding.v‘But

if intelligence.and imagination are’both-seen'as functions of the senses,

-‘they ‘become 1ndistingu1shable

In his prologue to- Kora in Hell (1920), Williams praises his -

i

mother for 'seeing the thing itself w1thout forethought or afterthought

1"t

'but with great 1ntensity of perception, and he views thlS intense

4‘ o

perception as an act of. "great 1magination (KH 8) .Later‘in_the same .
book, Williams again relates the imagination‘to the'bodily-senses:
That whlch is -heard from the lips of those to whom we are
talking in . our day's-affairs mingles with what we see in ther

streets  and everywhere aboutvus as it mingles also with our
imaginations. By this chemistry is fabricated a language of °

©
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. the daynwhich shifts and reveals its meaning as clouds shift
e and turn-in the sky and sometimes send down raim or snqw or
S ;  hafl. This {s the language to which few ears are tuned so lthat .
- : ‘ it is said by poets that few men are ever in their full senses
“ .. because they have no way to use their imaginations Thus'to
say. that'a-man has no imaginatidh is to say nearly that he is
. blind or deaf.. (KH, 59) * :

» c., AN

' The 1maginat10n, then, according to Williams, has nothing to do with
.abstractions, or with anything unrelated to things with which the senses
can come in contact’ Williams believes that the imagination is not

, divorced from the actq\l life of the artlst, but is the highest fruition

of that life: : e K IR

_ * And if when I pompously announce that I am addressed--To the

. — imaginationlgyou believe that I thus divorce myself from life

.. -and so:defeat my own end, I reply: To refine, to clarify, to

< 1ntensxfy that eternal moment in\which we alone live . there is
“but a single force--the 1mag1nat10n (SA 89)

The insight or imagination that comprehends the:environment,is/necéssary
. /,x // f

e
N

before things can enter into the conscious?ess. The imagination must

first discern the thing itself . . A v ' D ';" N
. ) . ,g, .

The mind cannot have to do with that which. lies b#yond its ' :
sphere, therefore it- behooves us ‘to bring that which we wish to
understand withln the sphere of comprehension before we attempt

. - to undo it. And thus before the mind goes always--and by
- necessity——the imagination (EK, 49)

i

The artist's ability to see clearly, and to express that which he sees so

‘that others might also see, becomés, for Williams, the essence of his

"usefulness to society, and'the measure by which,his arg/must be judged:

’

L But the thing that stands ‘eternally in the way of really good

\ . writing is always one: the virtual imposs1bility of lifting to
the imagin&tjon those things which .lie under the direct

! scrutiny of the senses, close to.the nose. It is this

\ ' difficulty that sets a value upon all works of art and makes
them a nece881ty (kH, 14) ¢

‘ o
\ : . 5 ¥

#



But Williams,‘contradicting'hisfown argumentvthat the expression

© of actual, physical contact)with the locality has always been a necessary
4 . : -
element of art, and an indication of the artist s "knowledge, indicates

" that this contact is necessitated by modern devélopments in sc1ence, and

. . by American democratic ideology He implies_that his time, the dominant

ideas of his time, and his place are all factors thatzmake contact a
'necessary‘part of thefartiStichrOGEss, but that the expressipn of actual’

events is not.an inherent aspect of art. Contact becomes, therefore, not-
] . : ) . L s : . . .

a necessary part' of all artistic process, but a necessary'parthof

artistic process in the twentieth centiry, and twentieth-century America
- : , , i

'particularly.,~Chnsequently, only modern art can be judged by its contact
with the actual_world; and theimodern artist must be what Willianms callsf

"a neo-realist," by expressing his own perceptions’ of the actual world:, .
| o | ® o
~ It is his business to show it to us, to convince our minds of

~ 'its preslence by~ painting it, placing it before us. It .is the
‘world of his imagination. It ‘is the real world, the world that
i what we/ call real, occludes. B
f The modern painter is a neo-realist a painter of the real
--world, which with a gifted mind he deciphers through the murk.
That is what the artist must be today——employing whatnpainter s
means he may. (ARI, 203)

a But in a sense this attaohment'to'locality in modern att is’

essitated by the modern age-itself, in which it is understood that

‘\\\\\p ace and time'are_inseparable.28 Williams implies that artists have

ways. understood the relationship of time and place, but with scientific

, ‘
evidence - JiaCOVETEd in the twentieth century, the attachment to place has

" been intensified. ‘Whereas in the past artists could reveal the attitudes

and ideals of their age w1thout direct reference to place because ‘the age

, 1tself did not récognize the connection between place and time, in the

.twentieth century -everything must be related "here, now, in our own
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envirgnment, to ourselves and onr‘day" (§g,‘179)-;this direct contact,

according to Williams, characterizss the modern agé 1t%§lff'

,A course in mathematics would not be wasted on a poet, or a
- reader of poetry,. if he remember no more from it than the;
geometric principle of the intersectiom ¢f loci: from all
angles lines converging and crossing establish points. He
might carry it further and say in his imagination that
apprehension perforates at places, through to understanding--as
white is at the intersection oﬁ blue and green and yellow and
red. It.is this white light t t 1s the background of all good
work.. Aware of this, on repd the Greeks 6r the
Elizabethans or ‘Sidney m:‘ier ev RObert Bridges, and preserve
interest, poise and enjoyment. may ‘visit Virginia or China,
, and when friends, eager to please, playfully lead him about for
N pockets of local color--he may go. Local color\is not, as the
parodist, the localists believe, an. object of art. It is
merely a variant serving to locate acme point of white
penetration. The intensification of desire toward this purity ‘
is the modern variant. It 1s that which interests me most and o
seems most solid.among ‘the qualities I.witness ‘in my '
; ~ contemporaries; it is a quality present in much or .even all
o that Miss Moore does. (SE 122 v+ ¢

L3 . A

While Williams himself’calls the modern painter’a "neo—realiSt," his
description of the kind of art called for by his. theory indicates that .
what - the modern artist presents is more complex than realism. Theé artist,

as_he '"deciphers through the murk," does not simply create a realistic

’representation of that whieh'he sees; instead,vhe penetrates into the.:

. ! : : /
thing and views it from all angles, and in doing so he is able to present

a work that Williams'says is "real,'not"realism'vbut reality itself"

(84, -117) The presentation of the thing, as in a Gubist painting,/
reveals the modern artist's desire to see all aspects of the thﬁng | <
simultaneously, and also reveals the intensity of the modern artist's
perception in relation to artiSts of the pa‘st.r29

But, in art of the past, a less intense contact between the

artist and the actual things qf_his environment is inaicative of the

ideological pqsition of the artist'S'culture——making art itself'an
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expression of'an ideological position,vrather than an'ekpression of

thsical‘contact, which Williams elsewhere claims that 1t is. Artists of
the past, in expressing thebideological positions of their'cultures, have
A -

depicted gods in their art, If, for the contemporary culture\or for the

individual artist, religion is part of daily life, then to forbid the Y

eXpression of these values in art is to deny the value of that culture.
IS : : ‘
Williams, ignoring his own insistence upon cultural relativity,nargues
that the modern age, because it demands contact with the actual world
has enlarged the field of choice" for artists (Int, 21) "We ‘don't have
to take a conventional subject like Greek*drama which could speak only -
of the gods, or medieval painting, which was . largely devoted to the
Christian mythology We can use anything, anything at all" (lnt,’él);
' Although.Williams does nOt;try‘to eliminate the.possib lity
that abstractions.or’Spiritual values can be‘expressed in‘art,v e does
. ‘ \8 '

insist that‘they must, in the modern world, be seen in actuality. 1In

Kora in Hell he demonstrates how the abstractions formerly represented

symbolically by gods are now people before they are abstractions, not
embodied abstractions.30 In the twentieth century gods no longer exist

in the heavens, and’ Williams believes that modern art must express this~

modernity by bringing the gods down to earth:
Giants in the dirt. The gods, the Greek gods, smothered in
filth and ignorance. The rare is scattered over the world.
Where is its home? Find it if you've the genius. Here Hebe
with a sick jaw and a cruel husband,--her mother left no place
for a brain to grow. Herakles rowing boats on Berry's Creek!
Zeus is a country doctor without a taste for coin jingling. .
-Supper 1s of a bastard nectar on rare nights for they will come
~-the rare nights. " The ground . lifts and out sally the heroes
of Sophokles, of AEschylus. (KH, 60)

Thus while Eliot, in "Ulysses, Order an?;Myth," argues that Joyce, in

| : , ‘\ i

"
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"using myth," is manipulating a-tontinuous parallel between contemporaneity

and antiquityﬁ.and is "pursuing a»method which others must pursue after

|
|

‘him," Williams alludes to.mythology in Kora in He€ll in order to reveal a

distinction between the perspective of the past and the perspective of
- 4 N
his own day. The. use of myth is, for-Eliot, "simply a way of controlling,

of ordering, of giving shape and significance to the immense panorama of
futility and anarchy which is contemporary history n3l
| Therefore, while Eliot is concerned with giving .order" and
"shape" to a world that is- for him chaotic, Williams shows a more‘humane
.
concern for men themselves. He believes that the gods of Greek literature
merely represent abstract;human‘concerns, which arevstill human concerns
but which must not be viewed in an abstract,setting that distances them
o~ from other men. Williams says that poetry should be "broughtvinto the
i world where we 1ive," and he also says, "To bring poetry out of the
' clouds and down to earth I still believe possible. 32, In modern l\
literature, according to Williams, men are endowed with spirit ‘whereas
in classical literature human spiritual qualities are given to gods, yet
ultimately the artists ‘express the same human concerns: "lt s all of the
gods, there's nothing else worth“writing of. They are the same men they

‘always were——but fallen" (KH 61) s ) o 1

In The Descent of Winter (1928), Williams explains the

distinction between the god or gods in literature before the tWentiethn_
century, whose secrets are beyond the comprehension of mankind, and the
god of the modern world, who can be sensed in the actual world. Williams
iwants nothing to do with a god whose‘ekistence is dependent on faith

alone‘becauselfor him God is .sensual contacQNWith theiactual world and;

the senses are the—only'meens that man has to apprehend the world.
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Williams does not want faith in an abstract god to bling individuals to

the actual world: ’ ) : .

‘ ‘ . » :
God--Sure if it means sense. '"God!WZR poetic for the
unobtainable. Sense is hard to . !},can.be got.
Certainly that destroys "God, everything that

interferes with simple clati S SYR-Aep@ion. (DW, 259)

' ‘ YK, & . ‘
In this sense, Williams is more conégrﬂ:~ b '"field" as a plece
f - .

where forces are'visible{ than he .is about abstract forces ot gods that

2

are invisible,'and the true act of artistic imagination is to see, in

things themselves, their own inherent uniqueness:

To be an artist, as to be a good artisan, a man must know his

» . materials. But in addition he must possess that really
glandular perception of their uniqueness which realizes in them
an end in itself, each pilece irreplaceable by a substitute, not
to be broken down to other meaning. Not to pull out,
transubstantiate, boil, unglue, hammer, melt, digest and
psychoanalyze, not even to distill but to see and keep what the
understanding touches intact——as grapes are round and come in
bunches. (SE, 233)

The kind of knowledge gained through this "glandular perception" is, in

Ff»the kno&ledge

brought through'contact and the expériences of'life:

-Williams'! view, valuable in itSelf'for’the pleasure

» ,THAT KNOWLEDGE IS ABSOLUTELY NOTHING-—BUT PLEASURE -
‘. An ENDLESS .
pursuit . - DIANA " a chase,
.a love pursuit. It has an ENDLESS vista
, ’ o leads to NOTHING but
the instant of its pleasure. (R, 32)

Williamé accepts things by virtue of their very existence: "I pick this
and that for what it is-~take it and hold it, treasure it" (R, 48).
By relating his perspective to the perspective of all artists,

‘and by attacking all knowledge that- is not gained through what he considers
£ B .

to be the artistic approach, Williams obscures and belittles his most

*
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"

yalu;ble achievement as a theofist, the'Suggestion‘of a new relationship
‘between the artist and the world’arodnd him in which the artist
subordinates his will to his environment, in order to understand thg
) wor{d before judging itJ' Williams himself Fecognizes, however, that the
., 'denial of intellect in favor of physiéal contact, whether or notféuch a

‘denial is justifiable or possibie, creates, theoretically at least, a

sensibility that is manifested in the attempt to live in hafmony with the

. \ .
lightnings which play about the minds of saints and sinnersa“i? -Williams,

. 1

theiefore, attempté to immerse himself‘intthe world and to allow the -

world Egkreveal itself tb him.

©



CHAPTER -4

SELF AND OTHER: THE DENIAL OF WILL
> ‘ .
But, the knowledge I have is in itgself nothing; I must give it,
I must love. I will, in fact, tell it against my very life
itself, by which I make love greater than life, greatér than
knowledge. For it goes beyond life, where no knowl’dge goes
and is the most daring of all the mysteries and the most '

wonderful, which is a sufficient pretext for the presence hére
of man. (EK, 185)

The inevitable flux of theé seeing eye toward measuring itself
by the world it inhabits can only result in himself crushing
humiliation unless the individual raise to some approximate
co-extension with the universe. This is possible by aid of the
imagination. Only through the agency of this force can a man
feel himself moved largely with sympathetic impulses at work--'
(sA, 105) ' '

In his emphasis on the artist's contact with his native environment,

Williams distinguishes between '"sensual contact,"

which implies sexuality
‘and more specifically the physical expression of 1ove, and mere physical
contact of oneienfity with‘another. His statements regarding imagihation
would often seem qd preclude thg possibility of this more spiritual
contact,bor communion, which is revealedvthropgh "sensual contact,"
because frequently he does no more than associate the imagination with
thé senses. But knowledge ié not as important, for Wi)liams, as the ‘
sense of unity that is derived from understanding the per§pec£iVe of
other--that, human or oﬁherwisg, which exists outside one's own physical
béing.' |

.WilliAms' view gf knowledge--the view th;t knowledge is.not

only intellectual but is, more importantly, a part of the physical being

94
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--raises questions regarding man's position in the world and ;2n's
relationship with mAn in society and politics. If infellect is not the
\

measure of intelligence and does not indicate superdority in a Chain of
Being, then man exists';¥¥an equal plane with all 1ife, not only his
fellow man. Williams' desire not Eo get himself above the world or
distinct from {it, but ﬁo beipart of the world in whicﬁ he exists, 1is an
indication of his own concern fo£ other. He does not wish‘to iﬁpose his
view of the world upon the world itself, or to manipulate the world for
his benefit--the denial of inteiiect becomes a denial of ego and the‘yill
to have power Bver othe;.1

Williams himself says that\he "always had a‘feeling of identity
with nature, but not assertive”.(lﬂﬂé} 21), and this feeling is indicative
of the breakdown of the subject/object relationship, so that the world
reveals itself to the ﬁan who' is in‘cogggct with it., This approach to
the world and to other men Williams sees_aé the modern approach
necessitated by Einstein's discoveries in physics, and the humane approach
exemplified by St. Francis of Assisi; yet he also believes that Shakespeare
displayed this sensibility and that it is a sensibility suited to the
American ideology. Althdugh sucg\historical figures as De Soto and Boone
do re;res;nt Williams' ideal of the self immersed in the world, the figure
of St. Francis Einstein, in "St. Francis Einstein of the Daffodils," a
poem published in the originai Contéct, is for Williams‘the image of
contact both thsicaliand spiritual--a true communion of self and other

that indicates, as exemplified by Shakespeare, the finest artistic

sensibility.

« -

In Poets of Reality (1966), J. Hillis Miller explains that.the

persona's’ immersion in "the filthy Passaic" in "The Wanderer' signals



"quietly and without fanfare, a revolution in human sensibility."” As
Miller pdinta out, Williams' work is indicative of a relationship between
self and other in which the distinction between "the inner world of the
subject and the outer world of things" no longer exists.z In Paterson,
Williams writes, ''Be reconbiled, poet, with your world, it is/ the only
truth!" (P, 84). ﬁut Williams himself had fel; such reconciliation of
self and ogher since "The Wanderer," ('And I knew all--it be‘ame_me”
[p, 233]).°

Miller also indicates that Williams' "resignation to-existence"
(SL, 147) is a sacrifice of the self to the world, but Joseph Riddel
states, justifiably, that "To begin b& rejecting the dualism of subject
‘and object is not to deny the self."4 According to Riddel,‘contact "must
begin with a sacrifice of ego,'but only by way of finding one'srself,"5 | »

and the relationship between the two is a dance, as in "The Dance'':

there are always two

yourself and the other

the point of your shoe setting the pace, e
if you break away and run

the dance is over

(BB, 32-33) W

In this sense, then, Williams' view of the relationmship of man and the

world is distinct from the image presented by Emerson in Nature: -

étanding on the bare ground,--my head bathed by the blithe air
and uplifted into infinite space,--all mean egotism vanishes.

I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the
currents of the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part
or parcel of God! :

The image used by Emerson is of transcendence of the physical body by

being "uplifted into infinite space" to become ''part or parcel of God,"

but Williamslbelieves that he must become part of the world in which he
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exists by remaining in contact with that world; yet for both Emerson wnd
Williams the goal is the destruction of "all mean egotism.'

Karl Malkoff, in Escape from the Self: A Study in Contemporary

American Poetry and Poetics, says that the "ego's prerogative of ordering

and interpreting experience" is no longer valid, and that "egofbased
poetry and the New Criticism are very much like Newtonian physics
encountering the Einsteinian uaiversq."7 If man is, as Durrell states he
is, "simply a box labelled peraonality,"8 then it is impossible for him
not to give order, in his own mind, to the world that is outside himself.
" But w;}liamg;/des§re to view the world "with sympathetic impulses at
work' (§é,j16g3jwis a denial of will or ego, and 1is an indication af his
attempt to understand the world ‘around him.

Eliot, like Durrell, in discussing the question of perspective,
discounts the very possibility of knowing another perspective but one's

1"

own: « « «- 8ince I can know no point of view, how can I know that there
Ll

are other points of view, or admitting their existence, how can I take

9 He gives no indication, as Williams does, that carnal-

account of them?"
knowledge is a communion of self and other, but instead intimates that

the only way anyone can actually know another point of view is to be
other than oneself by becoming the actual physica}\presence of anotheér:
"And we can say that we have no knowledge of other souls except through
their bodies, because it is only thus that we can enter into their world."lO
Eliot implies, then, that even when he writes a\dramatic monologue he is
conscious of himself; he does not enter the consciousness of the persona

in the same way that Williams believes Sﬁakespeare becomes his characters,
or in the way that Williams himself attempts to become a part of that

with which he is in contact.11

“
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u«”"’ The images employed most frequently by Williama to exprsss this

contact, in "The Wanderer,” Kota in §ell, The Dmscent of Winter, Patersen.

and several of his ghorter poems, are descent and destruction, which are
. ™ o .\ .
directly related, The descent is a destruction of ego because it 1is a

-

v . ¥
loss of all knowledge or intellect, and it {s also a destruction of

> -
L3

intellectual knowledge . itself, a dénill of everything but the immediate
contact. The artist succumbs to "a dark void coaxing him whither he has
no knowledge" (KH, 45). This purge of the ego and the will that are the
by-éroducta of intellectual knowledge is essentially a descent into the
body: '"Man must give himself without complete knowlcdgh in the world--or
he will not give himself at all. That is to say he will know--1in his
bddy--nothing at all" (EK, 53). Williams says Ehat he prefefs¢"incessant .
new béginninga" to the stagnation that comes with an "ego-based"
persp;ctive, a "fixed point of view'" in which "everything adjusts itself
to that poinf%of view" (KH, 15). For dilliams, the way "To tear down, to
destroy life's Xjes, to keep the senses bare . . ." is to ignore one's
own past and the facts that are stored in the memory, and to focus on
immediate conditions: "Having once taken the plunge the situation that
preceded it becomes obsolete which a moment before was élive with malignant
rigidities" (KH, 51).

This defeat of the will is, however, by no means permanent,
though it is continual: "The poet goes up and down continually empty
handed."” Instead of Being a defedt of the self, "destruction an:
creation/ are simultaneous' (SA, 127); in the act of succumbing té the

. unknqwn, ". .°*. we must SJUCCEED even whi;e we suécumb" (SL, "316). And
as%in Williams looks to American history to find examples pf men who

changed their lives drastically by entering into the Ameriéan environment



itself. "He points soec1f1cally to General Sam Houston, who ”left

2 v

everything behind\him ,and ﬂike Poe and Whitman, " ook‘the descent once
more,. to thekgroundf (IAG, 213). Out of his desoair about being reJected
by his ﬁife, Houston'started a new life w%ﬁh the Indians,v ‘The defeat of

-one life became, for ﬁeuaton, the beginning of another in which he/”roee

again" (IAG;.215). Yet;_accerding to Williams, " ..;‘hevwho will grow’

.

fron,that basis must sink;first" (IAC, 213): ‘"Self;effacement; whichjis

a despairing]way;’is the only Way (Int, 79). " The deSCentc naradokiCally,”

becomes an' ascent:? "0ften when the descent seems well marked there w111 be

a'subtle'ascent.over-rulingnlt\so that in the end when the degradation lS .

- fully anticipated the person w1@l be found to have emerged upon a hilltop
(K4, 58) Williams says to scrape away,rscrape away: a,mountain 5

buried in the d;rt!" (§§,153), and\he believes that if;he were to "Burrow,
burrow, burrow! there's Sky"that’way too if the pit's deep enough--so
~ the stars tell us" (KH, 36). . o ‘

‘C.| This descent cannot be accomnlished7by anyone who beiievesuthat

‘the accumglatlon of factual information will. raise him from ignorance.

. Williams argues that training in the traditional methods and conventions
of thought or literary technique is not as important to the artist as
: contact with, and surrender to, the cultural environment in which_he

. .

lives,{and that "the age should govern'what y0ufwrite"’(Int, 79).
Intellect, which instigates will and separates self from other, "always
" has to give way to.the masses" (Int 79), so that the cultural environment

expresses itseif through the writer, often revealing a logic and a
harmony that the ratiOnal inteilect may not have known to exist:
A writer is a person whose best is released in the accomplishment

of writing--perhaps it is. a good variant to say--in the act of
- writing. He does not necessarily think these thinos—-he does
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- not, that is, think them out and then write them down:  he
writes and the best of him, in spite even of his thought, will
appear- on the page even to his surprise, unrecognized or even
sometimes against his will, by proper use of words. . (EK, 7)

As_Sherman Paul‘indicates,:the subject/object relationship is hroken down
because the pereeiver and the‘thing perceived'fboth belong to the same
perceptual spaee——the perteiver himSelf‘is part of the‘t-hingnperc‘.eived—'—"l2
Therefore,hitfis‘necessary for Patersomn to stayfhome, ”Sniffing the
.trees;/ just another dog/kamong a;lot ofldogs;" while "The rest have run
out—-/ after'the rabbitsv (21 3f; it is necessary to stay at'home-in
ordervto he_arpart of the scene depioted.‘jIn fact, onlyrin_the relation- .
Ship with other can Selfhood be gained: "an’agony‘of»self—realization[‘
bound into a whole/ bylthat'which surrounds us" (gg):lOQ); :ﬁut ds

Charles Doyle points'out Williams"yiew of:the.relationShip between self
"and other is based on twentieth-century developments in sc1ence f Boyle, *
4 -

. Wlth reference to Alfred North Whitehead 8 view of "actuality as in
essence a process, l% says: "For both Whitehead and W1lliams, man is
simultaneously consc1ous of himself as himself and of himself as part of
a'process.”l4 An 1ndividual is, therefore, 51multaneously a unique
personality and a part of a larger entlty

o : S ;
Ié\l952 Lawrence Durrell, ‘apparently unaware of Williams'

-theory, publlshed A Key to Modern British Poetry, in which he. explqins

that twentieth—century developments in psychology and.- phy51cs, primarily
due to,the work of Freud and Elnstein,:have fundamentally changed the way . .

that man views the world-—the nature of subjeet/objett'relations,

s

~ Whereas science had, according to Durrell .""claimed an ABSOLUTE OBJECTIVlTY

15

in its judgments about the world, " Einstein's theory joined up.

subject and object, in very much the same way as it‘joined‘up space and
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7 time."16 The Principle of Indeterminacy reveals that ". . . we cannot
observe the course of nature without disturbing it."l7 According to the
relativ1ty theory . a'precise knowledge of the outer world becomes . -

an impossibility: This is because we.and the outer world (subject and

object) cohstitote a whole. 'If we are part ofna' ity we can no longer

'objeétivlze‘it.successfully."ls -Therefore the'relativity theory, as John

~

Unterecker points out, poses new problems forvthe.modern~Writer because

it "§hvolves a reorientation for the modern writer not only towards the

materials of his art but‘also toward himself, his ahdience, his world.”19
Lo ' —
Wllliams solves this problem by recognlzlng that he\occupies part of the

s

-

fleld" (KH ‘14) that he observes, and by recognizing the dlstlnctlon

between.freedom, whleh is essentially egotistlcal, and liberty, which
'elwsysjconsiders the rights of others. :

vBut‘Williams does not believe that'he~h;eds‘actually to bg
-another in orderkto’tnderstand‘another's perspectivetyhe_need4only_be ig'
contact.with that‘Other. This hnoWledge of other is attaineé%throogh the

body, in its sensual experience, as an entrance into the world of other,

' wherein self and,other become one yet remain .distinct. In Williams'

imagery the eohta t between self and other takes on sexual conhotatiohs
“because there is a arriagelof self'and‘other‘throogh ﬁhysioal oontect-;
‘experience——of which"ove is the most profouhd' "A piece of experlence——

of any kind——but espechally of love is meat that enrlches the whole body"_
(EK, 35). Love doesdnot exist in abstractions, but Ain the physical world.
lBecause love is a part of llfe it must be.definable~in terms of 31ght

and‘expression" (EK, 183): 'Love must be expressed in actual physical

contact because ". . . here

2.

is the only place where we know the splrit to

exist at all befouled as itjyis by lles (SE, 187). 'In Wllliams imagery,
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. the marriage "of man and his world is consummated by sensual contact--a
" descent into and an entrance into that world becoming a part of it.

In contact with that WOrld; therefore, it is possible to be
able to see the self by looking outward to other, In "Paterson," Williams
asks, "Who are'these peoplev(hgw complex/ this mathematic) among whom I
see myself?" (CEP 234) . 'This equation“oflselﬁ and other is complex,vif'
not illogical according to ‘the rationality’of mathematics, but in the new
world it is- possible, just as in_the work' of artéihe artist must

'multaneously he present and distant-—he‘is a part of what'he/creates,
while atithe same time he remains "remote from the field!" (SE, 277).
| The key to Williams entrance into the world of his subjects—f
into their homes ;;a daily lives——is his medical practice, yet in his

'description of this contact with his patients, Williams is ambiguous

about whose "self' he is allowed to enter:

»

fAnd my '"medicine'" was the thing which gained me entrance to
these secret gardens of the self. Tt lay there, another world,
. in the self. I was permitted by my medical badge to follow the
- poor, defeated body into those gulfs and grottos. (A, 288)

'Ther"body" takes him into'"those gulfs and grottos," and,that body seems .

to belong simultaneously to both Williams and his patients. He enters so
deeply.into-their concerns and their consaiousness that it feels to hi

‘as though he no.longer exists:

I lost myself in the very properties of their minds: - for/ the
moment at least T actually became them, whoever they should be,
so that when I detached myself from them at the end of a, half-
hour of intense concentration over some illness which was

: affecting them, it was as though I were reawakening from a
sleep. For the moment I myself did not exist, nothing of
myself affected me., (A, 356)

So, in contact with what is outside his own being, even while the‘artist

>
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looks towards that-with which he is in contact, he is "always and forever

painting only one thing: a self-portrait" (ARI, 199), and. while the .

artist gives expression to his world, that world spéeks through him: "I

insist that it is I, I;VI, who PUTS the music into,the throats of those

in whom I 'HEAR my music."20 The subject and the artist combine to produce

~ <

a work oﬁ!%rt ", one putting up his actual face and the other his

abilities, to produce this miraculous image" (ARI 196), which isrneither‘
A abstract nor representational

In a sense, then, the artist and his subJect are one, though

‘ they are not the same. While the artist combinés" with his subject; he

o »'4"‘ -
3 %

does not actually change himself into other,\nor does he remain totally
- )
obJective——the work of art is the\manifestation of the contact between

artist and subject. According to Wi liams, once something is known not

only in the mind but in ‘the very muscles,‘\then ". . . the will is quit

of it . .* ." (KH, 74){ and there is no need for. to manipulate that

’ thinghinto a concept that is already understandable to h
~To deny_the.ego, therefore, is to enter into the worl n which"

. | : - . \
the individual finds himself, and to accept that world on its own terms.”

<

Dev, the protagonist of A Voyage to Pagany who Williams says 1is "of

course, myself; his experiences, in a measure, mine" (IWWP 45), says in
"The Venus' that he finds "an attraction in all inanimate associations of
[his]{youth,,shapes, foliage, trees to which [he is] used--and a love of
place anddthe charaCteristics of olace——good or had; rich or poor" (ﬁgﬁ,
330). Williams admires those artists such as Charles Sheeler who do not.
deny their own environment or\thnir own time, and who do not attempt to

make them into something that they are not:

N i .
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Charles Sheeler has lived in a mechanical age. To deny that
was to lose your life. That, the artist early recognized In
the world which immediately surrounded him it was more apparent
than anywhere else on earth. What was he to do about it? He

. accepted it as the source of materials for his compositions.
(ARI, 146)

’Although Williams, like éheeler, ekpresses the environment in
which he lives, in Paterson and numerous short poems he offers,overt
value judgments. Paterson, particularly, contains criticisms about the
lack of contact with the environment, and it is a condemnation of Alexander
Hamilton and the policies that made the Passaic)River region an industrial
wasteland.._zl YetVWilliams, not distinguishing between historical facts
-and value judgments, seems-to.be.ahle to justify, to himselg,‘his
"criticisms’and:the Socia1'Credit solutions he proposes, because he
considersAthat_thelproblems he'criticizes are caused by lack of contact
" with the environment,'and th?ﬁ(the Social Credit solutions are based upon
an ec0nomic base in the locality, Ultimately, though the contradiction‘
‘of what Williams says in his theory, and what he does in his art, cannot
be overlooked, and Williams' own political posturing is propagandistic‘ |
and pedantic -

‘ The value Judgments made in Williams' short poems, however,

K

espec1ally "The Red Wheelbarrow" (CEP, 277) and "This is Just to Say"

(QER, 354), make what would otherz}se'be'a mundane'image and a common
domestic situation,provocative. The statementsaof opinion in the opening"
lines of these two poems raise questions about thev]ustice of what is
being said, and about the nature of the dependence that is revealed. lhe‘
'mostpclever, if not}profound, agpect of these poems, however, is that

very definite value judgments are made without any connection to a being’

behind those judgments. There is no personal pronoun, nor any indication
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df an identifiable speaker or persona; the judgments seem to be the

revelations of an omniscient being, rather than personal opinionms.
Theoretically, however, Williams would avoid statements of

, o M N ‘ - ' |

opinion in his poetry. He CLaims that the artist\ must express the world

1

around'him~without taking a ?articular religious, pdlitical; or

philosophical paiﬂt‘of view: . _ , —

And a bad sign to me is always a religious or social tinge
‘beginning to creep into a poet's work. You can put it down as
.a general rule that when a poet, in the broadest sense, begins
to devote himself to the subject matter of his poems, genre, he
has come to the end of his poetic means. (SE, 288)

Williams believes that ". . . poetry does hof tamper with the world but
moves it"\(§éﬁ'l49). Theiartist:reveals_what is: "The objecﬁivé of ~
rwriting is, to reveal. It is nof to té;cﬁ,’not‘fo adverFisg, not to sell,
”né; even to comﬁunicaﬁe (for that needs two) but to reveal, which‘neéds
‘not other than the man himself" (§§,'268Y. In revealing the fhing itéelf,
" or the situation, the poet's task is not to judge, and theréfore, without
atteﬁpting to tgach‘thé reader anythiﬁg about the,subject, perform an act .
of revelation: "Write of things not 'in derogatory or 1audatory:critici§m
—-butvfor what they are (as thelnunnery) with respect to the perception I
have of them: the gcneral,scheme: 'tpe aétual tﬁeme" (EK, 905. ‘

In a seétion of ngg_in which Williams coﬁsiders the poésibility
of a ﬁew magazine, £he magazine which possibly Became'the second version
of Contact, He states His bosition regarding magazines thét have particular
poliﬁical leanings. -Williamsifavors'a mag;;?Eé that would noﬁ’édvocate
ény éafgicular social or political philosophy, but that Qouid remain open

to any revelation'regarding the particular situation:'
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A magazine whose political dnd 1iterary policy weuld be to

study: and reveal what is--to oppose nothing advocate nothing

but move with everything in motion,, condemning nothing,

wishing to change nothing but muddle headedness~-leaving

everything behind

Clarity is motion that is under way (R, 58)

k!

,‘However, in dealing with the present, as Williams had said in Contact

*

that the poet must, the poet caﬁnot aQoid the social or political comncerns
of his day. But these concerns appe;r in his work as a result éf tﬁi
experience presented, not as the reason-for’its presentafion. Williams

 ,be1ieves that‘goetry is not related to '"socialism, éommunism,dr anything
else that tries to swallow it," but rather wigh "reality, thé actuality

of everjday"_kgg, 131). “

Bram Dijkstra, in his introduction to A Recognizable Image,

criticizes Williams for. believing that a political element should not be

a part of art: .

" How an artist could express that world and yet not be part of .

~it, not be influenced by the ideological structu¥res which had
shaped that world, even in his negative responses to it, is a
question Williams chose to ignore in his rejection of the
political dimension of art. (ARIL, 22-23)

Dijkstfa is wrong on two ééunts herzi Williams does not deny that he had
beenzinfluenced by American ideology; nbr does he réjec; "the political
dimension of art.”‘ Williams wants tp approéch politigél aqd social
concerns by revealing the situation without Offering a political solution
to the préblem. According to Williams, the.artist‘mus; penetrate the

images created by politicians and their public relations men, to reach

the man himself:

The confusion an aggresgor would create to hide behlnd is like

'a movie screen on which appear his unfleshed desires, what he
would like to have us believe and accept of him. But there is
_a littered and otherwise empty space back of it, which is

)
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himself, where -he would jnot haye us go. It is bur effort to
reach that place gf rea)ity which characterizes what we must do,
a beam of light irfto iy, to destroy him. (ARI, 170)

Williams does ;ot contradict himself when he étates that "art has influence;
in society and politics, for if artists can qonvey‘their understanding,

the world will be,change&: ”And‘in'their work lies-a;&epth of |
uﬁderstanding which must ultimately do away with all tyrants and cruelty,
all violencé of which art is the antithesis" (ARI, 83).

/ What Williams célls for, then, is insight, not simply objectivity.
The criti;él confusion regarding the.relationship betWeen contac£ and
visual perception was perhaps started by Kenneth Burke’s misinterpretation
of Williams' method. Burke, iﬁ 1923, said that contact means "man. with

"nothing but the thing and the feeling of that thing," but he also said,

: ~
"The process is simply this: There is the eye, Eng there is the thing

~.

~.

ppén which the eye alights; while the relationship between the .two ;§~é
poem."z2 Burke's comment about contact is, as Thomas Whitaker points'outz
"a hiéleading half-ztruth,"z3 and this half—fruthfgés’plééhengtudy of
Williams' theory almoét since the theory's inceptioh. ‘Joseph Rid‘éel”~

. clears up the problem, however, when he explains that Williams stresses

"the primacy of contact as opposed to the-secoﬁdary‘distancing of the
b
T

—.
i

'eye Williams himself says that he fears "the too facile copying of

p

the camera. It tends toward an emﬁty realism";25 yet the "ideolégically
detefmined delusion" of which Dijkstra speaks is_perhaps nbt the belief
in the possibiiity'of "the unaltered éercépgion of 'objective feality,'".
but rather the beliéf that contact between the individual and the external °
world can be maintéined and that it is possible to deny individuél will

in order to gain insight into the essence of other. On this issue of the

self's rélationship with the world, Williams' position is, as J. Hillis

-
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Miller indicates, illuminated by comparison with the positiqps of Pound
and Eliot.
Miller says that Elii"s work reveals "a return to some form of

26

It is evident in Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F. H.

Bradley that Eliot believes a distinction occurs between self and other
only after experience. In his opinion immediate experience "is the
starting.point of our knowing, since it is only in immediate experience
that knowledge and its object are one."27 In this belief Eliot is in.
agreeﬁent with Williams, but unlike Williams Eliot does not focus on this
immediaéy. He states that ". . . no actual experiénce cpuld\be merely
'immediate, fog if it were, we should certainly know nothigé about it."28
For Eliot, man would know nothing of the experience if it remained only

immediate because, according to Eliot, knowledge is intellectual and

events must be interpreted in order to be understood:

Till you have 'the laws of their happening' how can you be said
to have an.event? An event, I should suppose, is a what--a
that somehow interpreted, for you must single out some one
aspect, you must occupy some poipnt of view not internal to the
eventg before there can be anything of which'there can be a
law. ‘ ' .

Af;efvexperience the distinction is made beEyeen self and other, and the
experience becomes, for the individual, my experience of that event:. "By
the failure of any experience to be mefely iﬁmediate, by its lack of
hafmony and cohesion, we find ourselves as conscious souls in a world of
objects."30

| Pound was perhaps grapﬁling with the problem of trying to

retain a sense of immediacy when he developed the concept of "Vorticism."

He states that in a Vorticist poem ". . . one is trying to record the
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precise instant when a thing putward and objective transforms itself, or

n3l1

darts into é thing inward and. subjective. Pound's method, and often

Eliot's method as well, is to adopt multiple personae, which Karl Malkoff
2

says creates the effect of being neither subjective nor objective.3 But

as James Breslin points out, the choice of personae, andithe attitudes

adopted{by these personae, reveal the distance betyeen each persona and

the world in which he lives:

Pound's portrait of the medern artist in "Hugh Selwyn Mauberly"
shows a lonely aesthete, thwarted by a vulgar and hostile
society. When Eliot looks at the contemporary world in 'The
Waste Land," he dogg so from the lofty, ironiec perspective of
the seer Tiresias.

Both Pound and Eliot, in the choice of personae, imply harsh judgment of

" immerses

the world, whereas Williams, like the persong of "The Wanderer,
himself in the world, not in an attempt to purge himself of it, but

because he belongs to it. Williams never wants to alienate himself from

his world:

I have defeated myself purposely in almost everything I do
because I don't want to be thought an artist. I much prefer to
be an ordinary person. I never wanted to be separated from my~ —
fellow mortals by acting like an artist. I never wanted to be

an artist externally--only secretly so as not to be set apart.

I wanted to be something rare but not to have it separate me

from the crowd. (SL, xvii)

Will}ams begins Paterson by decl;ring that the perspectiQe taken will»be
that of "just apother dog/ among a lot of dogs" (P, 3), yet in reference
to Paterson Williams makes it.clear that the perspective 'is his own even
while iK is that of Paterson, New Jersey: ."I wanted to write it in a way
which wguld be characteristic not only of the place but of mé" (Int, 72).
Williams' poetry is therefore not miﬁétic because he does not lo;e sight

of his own individuality. Instead, because Williams writes "with
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sympathetic impulses at work" (SA, 105), while there 1s a distinction
made betwegn self and other there 1s also a bond of sympathy that brings
subject and object together. Perhaps this bond of sympathy 1s best

exemplified by "To a Dog Injured in the Street,' which begins:

~

It is myself,
not the poor beast lying there
yelping with pain
that brings me to myself with a start--
as at the explosion
of a bomb, a bomb that has laid
all the world waste.
I can do nothing
but sing about it
and so I am assuaged
from my pain., (PB, 86)

)

The apparent reference of "it'" in the opening line Pf the poem to the dog
in the title makes the distinction between "it'" and "mygelf" uncléar——fér
an instant’at least, the aog and the persona are one and the samé in the
reader's min&: "It is myselfﬂ" But even though the dbg's pain seems to
become the persona's pain, "the poor beast" and "myself' are not the same
léhysical entity; théy ére.lihked*only by a bond of sympathz; thrdggh

which the pexsoﬁa seems to suffer the same physical pain that the dog

°

- feels.

Itbis this sympathetic understanding of and-feeiing for others
that Williams sees as the heritagé given to the world by St. Francis of
Assisi. According to Williams, St. Ffancis was able to teach an&lto
learn simultaneously becauSe.he put hiﬁself on equal terms with all living
things, and because he cared about others. 1In "The Mental Hospital
Garden" St..Frahcis, "a kindly spirit,/ brother to the poor" (BB, 97),
broods dver the garden where patients are fdivided/ from their fellows"

by walls, yét live "by the Holy light of love" (PB, 98).

¥
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Although Williams does not directly state that he belleves
Americans have this saintly attitude towards others, he does express the
opinion that St. Francis .should be "the patron saint of the United States,
because he 1oved‘the animals" and mingled with them "as an equal" (CI,
2, 11). But not only is St. Francis Williams' example of the 1ideal
American approach to other, he 1s also Williams' example of the artist's

approach to his subject and to his audience.

L

Williams believes that although St. Francﬁs preached he did not
try to impose his values on others or to convert them, he merely

expressed his understanding of the word of God. This expression of an
e 3 . .

understanding without attempting to convert the audience is what Williams
also sees as a primary function of art, and it is an indication of the

artist's relationship with his audience:
‘ . i

The only pogsible way that St. Francis could be on equal
footing with the animals was through the word of God which he
preached with fervent breath of understanding. Here was a
common stem where all were one and from which every paired
characteristic branched. It is the main body of art to which .
we must return again and again. Nor do I think it is especially
recorded that St. Francis tried to make the Sparrows, Christians.

When the service was over each beast returned to his former
habits. (CI, 2, 12) '

Art is, for/Williams, another manifestation of the créative word of God

7

and the spirit that wishes to create but not to convert: ". . . it is a
» \; ’
common language we are seeking, a common language in which art itself is

our St. Francis, we all meanwhile retaining our devofional character of

1Y
°

Wolf, Sheep and Bear" (CI, 2, 12).
But St. Francis, and American ideology, éo not only typify for

Williams the artist's approach to his audience; they also typify what

Williams sees as a uniquely American approach to the, subject of the poem.

J



Williams belleves that the American approach, unlike that of the
Europeansa, 1s to accept ghe inherent value of others and not try to force
that other into one's own conception of the world. This attitude Williams
views as the American '"cultural discovery," which "will break the rubber
neck of a french culture which, clamish [sic], reaches out to pull .
evefything into its maw or finds it bad if it can't reach it" (R, 21).
Again, it 18 the contrast between Boone's entrance into the new world

and Alexander Hamilton's destruction of the Passailc with his Society for
Useful Manufacturing (SUM), which makes Hamilton the arch-villain of
Paterson. But historically there is some justificati;n for the attitudes
expressed by Williams, and this justification alsb reflects the spiritual

nature of the communion that Williams seeks with his world.

Giles Gunn, in Interpretations of Otherness, states that '"John

Bettis has 1llumined this distinction nicely when he writes that if man's
. ’

purpose in relation to things perceived as profange is to shape'them
»

according to his needs, man's purpose in relation to things perceived as

n34 Williams, in

sacred is to bring himself into conformity with them.
praise of his world, attempts to bring himself into it.

The inability to see from the perspective of the other, in the L )
social and political context, leads to elitism, tyranny, and oppression. ?
In man's relationship with nature it means the destruction of nature )
itself. When man useg nature to promote his own materialistic goals, as |
Alexander Hamilton had done in Paterson, New Jersey, with his Society for
Useful Manufacturing (SUM), he creates an industrial wastelan&. In
faterson Williams views this wasteland as the product}of‘a lack of

communication, or contact, between man and man, and man and nature.

The importance of this attitude towards other, and the way that



power is derived in American 1deology, is ev1dent when 1t is overlooked,
. u ’ .
as it is by Pound in Jefferson and/or Mussolini Pound like Williams,

helieves that decisions'are important "in a particular time gnd ylace,”

" and that "An idée fixe is a dead, set, stiff jyarnished 'idea' existing -+
in a Vacuum}"36 Pound sees that in neither i:;;:?xgn nor Mussorini:\?aoh

_of whom‘he believes is-a‘gEnius,gie hpreconception,orbtheory strong enough
‘to blind the.leader to the 1mmed1ate need. "37 He asserts that Jefferson,'
had he lived in Italy during the 19205 and 30s, -would have pro eded in-

the‘same Way asﬁMussolini, and‘that‘Mussolini, had he lived in A erica in’

the late eighteenth century, would have taken the same measures-as those

taken by Jefferson. Poundvassumee that Jefferson's contention that "The "~

v

best-gouernment is that which governe least" is not‘central tofJeffersonian
princ1nles in any age, and therefore Pound finds Mussolini's attempt to
estahlish a_strong government Justifiable: ”That is to say taking first
the fgoﬁernment' in‘Our'text'and proceeding at reasonable pace toward the

'which-governs'least.7"38 Pound makes a distinction between‘what he calls

39

°

the ”will to powerﬁ_and "a very different paseion,’the will to‘order”;
.Yet it seemsvthat power over others is necessary-in'order tovestablishg
the kind of,ardeg Pound, .and Mussolini, value. The powervto establish
order does not come from the people themselves. |

Giles Gunn dlscusses William James-vand'Benjamin DeMott's.

judgment that Americans lack the‘ability to see other points of view:

. our marked indifference to. forms of existence other than
our own, our habitual and pervasive intolerance of what is
alien, in short, our characteristic inability through an act .of
imagination to get outside of Qpr own skins, to put ourselves
in the place of others, to understand that the only hope of
escaping from the prison of self-regarding egotism, without
-falling directly into the tranquilizing embrace of mobocracy,
is by learning how to imagine, acknowledge, and value what is

- distinctively individual and other. -
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Gunn -too recognizes that American ideology depends upon Americans'
"capacity through imaginative vision to'reqew [:heir] saving contact with

41

all that lies ouﬁside the perimeters of the self," .and he quotes DeMott,

who sees John Dewey as one of the few American thinkers to keep -alive 'a

sense of the importance. of individual differences, of the distinction

2 —

between sg;% and ;other. Williams;.like Dewey, realizes that in order

. : - e .
to understand something other than one's own view, that other view must
R - B o
be seen and heard, and that an artist must make himself receptive to:

"otherness!" by suppreséing his.own will and egd; although this sympathy

: and undefétandipg dqgs_nOt»encompéss coﬁcepts or ideolpgieé thac entail
group, co—operativé effort. .
 fhé aftist Wiiliams'sees as the best example 'of the ability

to enter ‘into the conséiéuéness.of thqse‘characters being presented-is
| Shékesﬁea:é;vwhpm;hé calls his:"grégdfatﬁef” (gg@ 110); Williams"view
'of Shék?speare:isiimpo:tant.nét-so‘much iﬁJterms*of»Shakespearean
criticisﬁ Bécgﬁse hié vieﬁfié,'ht best,'imPOSSib%é~to confirm or Highly
B quesﬁiénable, gutibecaﬁsg of the light it sheds on Williams' doﬁcern.wiﬁh
the aftist'S'approach to his subject; Williams conveniently ignores fﬁev
‘libertiés that Shakespeare'takesvgith histdrical fact,‘ﬁhevndﬁ;EngliQh
sgtiings{aﬁd backgrounds of many plays, the’ﬁagical énd'mythological
.qualities in some plays,»aﬁd the metaphorical language,‘bug focusés
primarily on characterizatioﬁ.

. Williams'bélieveé that Shakespeare does.hot think :bLout Qhat a
- character would sé&»ér do in a particular situation, but that he éctually
becomés that éhafacter;ihe could unconsciously "énnihiiate ﬁimself and be
 in‘the characterswaIWazs the acfﬁal" (EE,»lOd),43 JThis is‘ﬁot'simply aﬁ

entrance into the role of a charactrr already created, it is also the way
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go create the character that will be acted. The éharacter itself is
created out of Shakespeare s c& act with‘the,mass’of humanity. _Williams
belieues,thatxShakespeare lives¥because he "sinks back into the mass"
(DW, 258) and‘that his'greatnesshcoues“fromlbeing‘gg.the people, not

~above them: . ‘ :

-Shakespeare had that mean abllity'to fuse himself- with-everyone
which nobodies have, to be anything at any time, fluid, a
nameless fellow whom nobody moticed--much, and that is what
made him the great dramatist.  Because he was nobody and was
fluid and accessible. (DW 253)

In Williams' opinion, Shakespeare'"keeps alive by losing his life" (SE,

56), in that his own personality'is‘not evident in his work.

’

Wllliams, in this view of Shakespeare, follows a- llne of
thought that runs from Milton through the ‘Romantics. This line, with
only partial justifieation,,views"Shakespeare'as a man of little\\'

veducation, and sees this lack of formal education as his chief:virtue:

Shakespeare. is misunderstood if he is made a great figure, a
‘bighead, a colossus of learning. ——He is the-effect of a kind of
' thing which has been ‘unique in the world, a namelessness of
AL unprecedented freedom,\permeable and bulk--a dumbness. as of a

tree, river, sky, nation, peasant-—recordlng almost mindlessly [
greatness. (EK 100) : : !

~

\More\training»in the‘classics,would'not'have'helped'Shakespéare; it -would
. - N K% - .

have "geloed"Ahim by makiné,him a man of thought rather than a_nan of
action:',"He'might eaéily:haVe falleniinto defihition, whereas his chief 7'
fecundity'derives from just the e%cape his lack of'schooling‘offereo"
(EK 140). Williams belleves that Shakespeare s works are born out of
)1nst1ncts that are the opposite of scholarly work, for‘- ... his writing

is immedlately related to an act, in contradistinction to.the purveYances

ofgscholargs/yhose words are related to acts, if-at all, only .

i
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intermediately‘through.thought" (gg, 12). ‘'His ignorance of science andp
philosophy "gave him a peculiar advantage" (EK, 15) because he was ‘able
to absorb his world "almost through his skin" (EK, 139).

Without the confinement of scholarly learning, Shakespeare was
released unprecedentedly to run over the whole fleld of observable fact
mithout straying'’ (EX, 102), Shakespeare becomes,;in,Williams' mind/ a
great‘explorer of an unknown world,!like‘Columbus,'and airebel}against
the'tyrannyqof‘intellectualism; .By bringing the'charaCters alive,
Shakespeare reveals truths‘about human nature that could nener be fOund
in“scholarly'historical texts: '"He ‘saw at first hand with the dlgnity of
a discoverer"‘(EK »140). Shakespeare, according to Williams, had the

ability to reveal "the moods of natural phenomena" (EK, 15) to let“things

O

show themselves w1thout the 1mp051t10n of his own w1ll upon them and he-

was able to see from the perspective of one who is part of the field,"

s

not above it or oUtside‘it. Williams asserts, without attempting to ‘

prome, that Shakespeare's knowledge came from "physical contact with the

bare actualities of his difficult 1life" (EK, 16).

ACcording to Williams, Shakespeare's sense‘of discovery, his

reliance upon physical contact instead of formal edhcation,‘and his .

ability to recognize "the moods of natural phenomena," ‘give him the same

"peculiar advantage” held by Americans in the twentieth century. Williams .

c

believes that.Americans‘have been offered the same opportunity to break -
the boundaries of established beliefs as Shakespeare had been offered in

Elizabethan England: .
He, Shakespeare, occupied in rel tion to his#world the precise
position America, as a dation, Zpupies toward the classical
culture of Europe or the East todhy We at our best (so far)
are not scholars but we have wit, al\ft sensibilities Our
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- problem before the world is precisely his: ' shall we be:
‘‘accepted because of our species of "naturalism'" or rejected
because we do not meet the qualifications of - scholiffhipv

(B, 39) e

— - )

Shakespeare,'then, according tO»Williams; is in contact with
the worldvasiit is,'not‘a3whe woulq have it or as scholars would.have him
see it; In fact, Williams sees in Shakespeare a sympathy-for the world
as it is-that allowg‘him this perspective, which-is to allowrthe world to
presentiitself.to him. This approach.to‘the subject is encompassed in

Richard‘E.‘Palmer’s‘definition of phenomenclogy:

. e s phenomenology means letting things become manifest as

what they are, without forcing our own categories on them. It
means a reversal of direction from that one - is accustomed to:
it is not we who point to things, rather, things shpw themselves
to us. This is not to suggest some primitive animism but the
recognition that the very essence of true understanding is that
of being led by the power of the thing to manifest itself.
Phenomenology is a .means of beino led by the phenomenon through
a -way of access genu1nely belonging to it. :

The artist, therefore, has to recognize what Williams calls the "deeper o
reality" of the thing'itself, its intrinsiclvalue, and ‘he &oes notihave,
to give it‘alwalue'apart from what it 1s. Williams wishes to: allow the
obJect to present itgelf precisely, without the encumbrances of his ideas
about it because ‘he believes that ", .«t reality needs no‘personal‘support
but exists free from human action" (SA, 149<50) . ; ) ‘\
Williams approach to the world his attempt to see, things for
their -own’ unique qualities, is in direct contrast with the Modernists
de31re to impose their own sense of order upon what 1is actually complex
and iverse.45 Charles Altieri in reference to Roman Jacobson's work

‘diff rentiates between metaphoric and metonymlc thought, and states’ that

for Jacob@on, the metaphoric function establishes relationships of
v —~

AN
.
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similitude and brings divergent/elements of experience into unified codes
or systems of meaning" whereas metonymic thought is "based on contiguity
/ ! .
46

rather than similitude " The two modes.of thought therefore have
‘dlffering emphasis: the metaphoric emphasis on similarity, and the
metonymic on‘the differences that make each thing‘unique and give it a
value that is inherent.A Jacohson's description of the metonymic modeiof
thought is the same aSFWiiliams"description_of the noet's "power nhich.

discovers in things inimitable particles of dissimilarity which are the

peculiar perfections of the thing in question” (53,418):

The true value is that peculiarity which gives an object a
character by itself. The associational or sentimental value is
“the false. 'Its imposition is due to lack of imagination, to an
easy lateral sliding. The attention has been held too rigid on
the one plane instead of following a more flexible, Jagged
resort. (KH 14) , o

Part of the task of recognizing the value of the thing,itseif is in
distinguishing it from all other things. For Williams, to see the thing

itself is essentially a creative act:

To discover and separate these things from the amorphous, the
conglomerate normality with which they are surrounded and of
which befére the act of "creation" each is a part, calls for an
eye to draw out that detail which is in itself the thing, to
clinch our eyesight, that is, our understanding of it. (SE, 233)

Because each thing has itS‘own inherent‘value, anything can be,includedu
in a work of art, and things, like individuals in>a denocratic society,
are to be valued equally for their own individuality:‘ ", . . it is idle
to quarrel over the reiative merits of one thing and another, oak ieaves
will not come on maples”‘(gg, 41). InlWOrks of art, all‘things are equal.
To value one thing overhanother as the subject of avwork‘is,-in Williams'

\

view, tantamount to prejudice and oppression. For Williams, no material
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is anti-poetic.

.

- ‘ o .
Frederick J. Hoffman explains that Williams' desire to recognize
things for themselves and his snatement, "No ideas but in things,' are’

]
indicative of Williams desire togbegin the making of a poem by allowing ‘

things their own being apart from what he might want them to express in

-the poem itself: ‘ } "\ _
“u . \ ( ,

,The essential for Williams 1s not to violate the integrity of
these. "things," -since they are reality itself and need only-to
be encouraged to offer (in their being objects) the most |
natural kind of commentary upon themselves. Ideas are, then, '
in things; there are no ideas but in. things. This does not
mean that ideas to not belong in poetry, only that they do not

overtly belong there but should be developed from the particulars
talking among _ themselves ‘

.Williams' approach to his world, then,'is directly'opposite to that
\ ; .

‘approach expressed by Eliot's statement'regarding the "objective .

correlative,”" in which the thing itself is not as important as its
. » Ny A .

- . . ! S ‘//
.symbolic function:48 L o

The only way of expressing emotion in the form- of art is by
finding an "objective correlative", in other words, a set of
objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the

formula of that particular emotion, such that when the external
facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are’ given,
the emotion is immediately evoked.

<

To begin with the idea that a thing evokes a particular emotion or idea
as Eliot does, is to impose that emotion or"idea upon the thing that is
to convey it; it is to make the thing itself secondary to the idea that

one has about it. Williams does. not w1sh to impose associational values.

/ '
upon objects, and he believes that ”the effect of a 'thing surpasses all

thought about it" . (8L, 102)

. . y

// The distinction, therefore, is between acceptlng things for

themselves, and using things for one's own purposes J. Hillis Miller

P

S

‘\ e
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'exﬁlains that "the effécement of the ego before reality meahé abandoniﬁg
tﬁé\will to power over things,'" and that the relétionship‘"is no -longer
tha;\of the objective world oppo;ed to the mind."so The attempt to see
things for what tﬁey are aéfects the approach taken when_presenfing those -
thiﬁgs in a wérk of art,‘pa:ticularly in literature.

Contact is a way to proceed--a way to proceed in the making'ofi

the work of art, and a way to proceed in the perception and criticism of

" the work, but it is also a way of life--to gain insight into other. The

way is to try to proceed not from preconceived ndtions about what that.
other should be, or should be like, but from the thlng itself. Instead
of beginning with the definition and applying the definition to the thlng,
begin with. the thing and deducelfrom that. This is Fhe humane approach,

according, to Williams, exemplified by St. Francis:

\

<

‘Thus by reversing the current, putting the burden of proof upon
the dynamic bodies of fact rather than the inhuman one of
brutalizing the man by measuring him up to an accumulation of
traditional ideas, there is opened a way to proceed which, if
not reaching out like so many chiseled steps, is yet quite as
logical as the usual process of scholars, but to reverse them, .
to turn them back whence they«or*ginally came,to the man
himself. us we can build upon the very obstacles which seem
‘to block the way (EK, 59- 60)

". For Wllliams, this contact approach has immense effect upon language, and

upon form, because the artist attempts to identify his world by allow1ng

that world to identify 1tself, through its own language and its own forms.

-



CHAPTER 5
THE WORD:  LANGUAGE, ART, AND.REALITY

For everything we know and do is tied up with words, with the
phrases words make, with the grammar which stultifies, the
prose and poetical rhythms ‘which bind us to our pet indolences
and medievalisms. To Americans especially, those who no longer
-speak English, this 1s especially important. We need too often
~a burst of air in.at the window of our prose. It is absolutely
indispensable that we get this before we can even begin to
think straight again. It's the words, the words we need to get
back to, words washed clean. Until.we get the power of thought
back through a new minting of the words we are actually sunk.
This is a moral question at base, surely but a technical one
also' and first. (SE, 163) .

Knowledge started with the 'word," it might do far worse than
.to go back to the beginning--with the addition o§ the cleansing
of the "word," which is the work poets have in hand. (EK, 6)

w

Williams understands clearly that 1anguage is an ihtegral part of any
culture,1 and- therefore he also sees the necessity of expresslng a culture
throughjits own language. But, more important, he tries to demonstrate
that each place mhst‘haye a language derived from it.l Instead of
admitting that, hecause America and England share similarllanguages, if
not the‘same langﬁage, thei}share/meny cultural ertributes, he tries tsl
go back ib the.thihgs of the American ehvirenment, to establish a clear
relationship between words and the things to which they refer; he wants

to make sure thatlEnglish words have not been epplied?to American things

. .‘that'do not eiist in Englend, but which»are only similar to their English 

FCOUnterparts. Again Williams, justifiably, wanrs to identify what is

unique in his own environment, and to clarify distinctions between

121
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similar things} Although the direct contact between words and things is
an attempt to deny the connotative richness of a language that 1is
éenturies old, it has the advantage of making both the word and the thing

more vivid--it.gives them both an existence.

¢ .
In Christian mythology, all existence begins with the word--"In

the Beginning was the word" (John 1:1, 14, 16) and according tS Williams,
.the writer is the creator ;f a new wofid thét exists simultaneously‘with;
the actual world, and which exists only because of the contact bétween
Qords and_the actual world;2 the word expresses the world, and the world
exprésses itself through thé word. The word is, as Alla Boéarth—Campbell
points out, '"the pdwer that alléws the sharing of world and that creates
world as well,"3 and according to Gerald Bruns it "calls the ﬁorld into
what Heidegger terms the unconcealment of being.”4' Williams argues that

literary arts must‘expréss the actual world not only because the artist

has a'moral'obligation to hié\pwqfeulfhre, but because the word and the

world are mutually dependent--neither exists without the other. The word

<&

expressed by the poet reveals the actual world and simultaneously the

world created by the poet embodies the actual things that exist in time

&
.

and space. Williams believes that without this contact the artist's

i

creation is mere illusigg/and’théractual world cannot be called into '"the

unconééalment.of being'; Americans must, therefore, 'create their own

imaginative world" through "art, whiéh is‘their.word\of God" (CI, 2} 12).
The ﬁechnical proBlem confronting the poet is to cleanse thé WO£d of
eonnotations not added in the g}acé where the word is spoken-as part of

. everyday language, and thereby_to%@aintgin "the essential contact between
words and the‘localitj tha£ breeds ?hem, in th%s casé America" (CI, 1, 16).

1

Without this contact, c¢onnotations pervert the meanings of words "until

[
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their effect on the mind #s no longer what it was when they were fresh
. ." (SE, 89-90); and the place itself is not clearly identified.
Williams' desire to clarify distinctions between the American

environment and the English environment is praiseworthy. The problem of

%gnguagé/ﬁés always been acute in Americé, as in other places that have’

been colonized, becauée language has been. imposed -upon, ratheg than
derived from,>placei Although it cannot be said that anf‘language is
derived strictly from therenvironment (as ;hé English language is not.
deriVed stfictly from England), ﬁhe lack of contact betwéen the Vord and
the plac? in which it is spoken disports not only the-word, but the unidue
value of the thing to which the word refers as well. While pointing out |
: .
"the myth of a primordial sign, which is to say the myth of an ideal

unity of word and being,' Gerald Bruns acknowledges that words without

kreferents, if they exist at all, exist only in a vacuum.5 The need to

-

sort out and distihguish'wﬁat aspects of the English language are usable
and adaptable to America makes necessary the process of distinguishing
between thiqgs of the Aﬁerican and English qnvironménts..'

Williams' view of the poet as,clarifief of the actual world apd
cleanser of‘language does again, however, pla;e stfict limita;ions on the
poet—-both in his.subjéct and his use of language. But as long as the
goals set for ;he poet are personal goals-ﬂand unfortunately Wiiliams
tries to make;them American goais and modern goals),ithey can brovide a

way in which the poet can be.of service to his culture because, as Williams

explains, man does not understand things fully until he identifies them:

Understood in a prictiéalﬁway, without calling upon mystic
agencies, of this or that order, it is that life becomes  actual
only when it is identified with ourselves. When we name 'it,
life exi’sts. To repeat physical experiences has no-—-
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The only means he has to give value to life 1s to recognize
it with the imagination and name it; this is so.. To repeat and
repeat the thing without naming it is only to dull the sense
and results in frustration. (SA,. 115)

Eliot, in Knowledge and Experience in the Philosqphy of F. H. Bradlev,

explains the significance of the word in human understanding in terms

very similar to those expressed by Williams:

Without words, no objects. The object, purely experienced and
not denominated, is not yet an object, because it is only a
bundle of particular perceptions; in order to be an object it
must present identity in difference throughout a span of time..
Now of course I do not pretend that there are no objects for
the higher animals, or even for the lower; the difference is in
one aspect only of degree. But we may say that in any knowledge.
prior to speech the obJect is not so much an identity recognized
" as such as it is a similar way of acting; the identity is
rather lived out than known. What we are concerned with is the
explicit recognition of ap object as such, and I dg not believe
that this occurs without the beginnings of speech.

~
~

The writer, as.both Williams and Eliot\are\:fare§ is involved in the

~

creation of the world that is known by man ecause he expresses the world

in words and, as Williams says, "Words are the\keys that unlock the mind"
Al ) 3 ~
(SE, 282).° . o
This question of the relationship between the word and the h S

thing was dealt with extensively in the nineteenth century, and in

American Renaissance F. 0. Matthiessen presents a valuable overview of

the attitudes of that time. Matthiessen says that Emerson would have

agreed with Wordsworth that .

. ¢ :
. . . when the poet is receptive to the divine effluence, his
mind is endowed directly with the word that embodies the thing.
Carlyle also enunciated this phase of the doctrine: 'Poetic
creation, what is this but seeing the thing sufficiently? The
word that will describe, follows of itself from such clemr
intense sight of the thing. n8 x

Matthiessen also states that 'The epitome of Emerson's belief is that 'in

,
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1nd and that ". ., . Emerson

good writing, words become one with things,
followed Coleridge to the heart of his conception bf the act of knowing.
Coleridge held that 'thevtruth is univeréhl;y placed in the coincidence
of the thought with the thing, of the representation with the thing
rep:esented.'"lo |

Emerson's desire to have the artist '"pierce this“rotten diction
and fasten words again to visible things"ll doés seem particularly
relevant in America, where the English language had been imposed upon a
non-English environment, ahd where American‘scholars ofteqrfought to
maintain the English laﬁguage against a iangdhge that had begun to

develop in America. Thoreau, in a journal entry from 1859, is adamant in

his belief in an American language:

Talk about learning our letters and being literate! Why, the
roots of letters are things. Natural objects and phenomena are
the original symbols or types which express our thoughts and
feelings, and yet American scholars, having little or no root
in the soil, commonly strive with all their might to confine
themselves to the imported symbols alone. All the true growth
and experience, the living speech, they would fain reject as
"Americanisms." '

|

But perhaps the most important statement_rééarding language
comes from Coleridge, who says, "I would endeavor to destroy the old
antithesis‘of Wordsﬁand Things: elevating, as it were Words into Things

13 Although Wiiiiams does not acknowledge

and living things tdo."
) Coleridgé's EOntribution to language theory, he does'believe_that the
éredominance of this belief in the "tactile qualities" of words
di§tinguishes twentiethFcéntury writing from literagure-of eariief ages.
‘Williaqs"belief in the word as thing again distinguishes his views from

those of Eliot, and from writers who view words only as symbols.

Eliot speaks of the "mystic marriége of word and object,"14 and
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he indicates that the word is more than a symbolic representation of the

thing: ''No symbol,'I maintain, 18 ever a mere symbol, but is continuous
wl5

with what it symbolizes. Yet he states also that ". . . the name is

nl6 For Wiiliams, however, although the word

not the objeEt, certainly.
may not actually be the thing it represents, in literature contact
between the word and the thing imbues'the word with an identity of its_
own--an identity directly dependent upon the contact between word and
thing.” In the understanding of men, thereforé, art and the actual world
become mutually debendent upon one another, and the world of art is as.
real as the actual wérld, not a mere reflection of it.

In "The Wanderer,'" before the pérsona is immérsed in the river
he asks, "How shall I.be a mirror to this‘modernity?" (CEP, 3). 'The
Wanderer" itself does not indicate whether this immersion aliows the
artist/perébna to reflect a mirrof image of the modern world, or Vhether
he learns that art can be more than a reflection of the actual world, but,
Williams himself understaﬂas that art "is not, at its best, the mirror--

. which‘is far too ready a symbol. It is the life--but transmuted into
another tighter form" (SE, 198). When the artist creates a world in his
art his task is, as Williams states emphatigally in "The Deéerﬁ Music,"
"to imitate, not to copy nature, not/ to copy nature" (PB, 109);17 he
does not reflect nature, but makes a world that exists parallel to nature.

»

According to'ﬁilliams, this can be accomplis eé‘only if the poet

recognizes the “tactile q;alities of the woAds, without which there is
pothing."l8 Only by naminé the.Qerd does the world become real, and
only through contact with the world do works of art become "real, not

'realism' but reality itself" (éé, 117).

J. Hillis Miller, focusing on the prose passages of Spring and



'All, saysvthat these'passages are Williams "fullest expre551on of a
subtle theory of poetry whlch rejects both the mirror and the lamp, both
gthe classical ‘theory of art as imitatlon and the romantic theory of art
/ as transformatlon. 19‘,YBut Williams himself credits Gertrude Stein with'. L
the recognition that words are objects in themselves, and he. states that
Moo MlSS Steln s empha81s on the word as anvobject was one of her most
important contributions to contemporary art #20 He also gives James Joyce
and Ezra Pound credit for aiding in ”the prlnc1pal move 1n 1mag1native

'writlng today——that away from the word as symbol toward the word as

Vreality” (SE 107), a move whlch he sees as "the genius of a generation,

. [ Y a
the qoncept of words as things . The Word in short."21

The concept of words as things is the theoretical or aesthetic
_ba51s of what was also a publishing venture established by Wllliams in
1930 along w1th George Oppen Charles Reznikoff and Louis Zukofsky ’
 The term "ObJect1v1st " which became the name of this group, 1s somewhat N
‘misleading because, for Williams at least, Ob]ect1v1sm is not a perspective
but rather an insistence on the "Reality of the word" (EK 142), the word
;s obJect Williams asks, But can you not see, can you.not taste, can

you'not,smell, can you not hear, can you not touch-—WOrds7 (GAN 159), .

and through the narrator/novelist of The Great American Novel (1923), he

5 3

‘self—mockingly praises hlS own ability to make words "be leaves, trees,:
themcorners of his house" (GAN 166). Willlams demonstrates, in his.
V" poetry, the power of. words as they act on the consciousness of the reader.
In "Romance Moderne” Williams describes a car moving along a
,highway, passing trees as it goes But the trees appear and disappear to’
i

the reader of the poem, in his 1magination, as they appear and reappea"r.-

‘to the passengers in the car:: . B ‘ 4 _ (/

-
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'Trees vanish—-reappear——vanish
detached dance of gnomes--as a talk
dodging remarks, glows and- fades
- —-The unseen power of words--
(CEP 181)
]

:Similarly, in "The Desert Mu81c,' Williams creates ‘the 1mpre551on that

7the reader is present in the streets of Juarez, and that he 1s, like

Williams himself, being guided toward  the market:

The 01d Market's -a good place to begin
‘et ‘B cut through here—--
- tequila's only
Ca- nickel a slug in these side streets.
“ L (PB 111)

Williaﬁs believes that words themselves, iniart,.can be perceived and
ekperienced by the reader’gnd the writer, and'that as'the’writer's‘
materials, words_are "shapes‘perceptible to the sensés" and "not
corollaries only of tbebbrain":(gg,.lZS):,

- » bThe distinction between»the use of Ianguage in sCience and
v o~ )
philosophy and the use of language by the poet is,- according to Williams,_
in the way that words themseives are perceived. It is the poet s task to
gagg_words real by.keeping the:direct contact between the word and the
actual world. fThe.artist "does not translate the sensuality of his
.materials into synbols but deals with them directly. By this he belongs
L to hlSoWOfld and time, sensually, realisticallyV (SE, 197) .In‘art,
", . . language itself is primary and ideas subservient to language,"
apart'from what it may represent;or‘be'a signffor, whereas in science or
philosophy, "the gross use of language,”'words remainr"secondary to the
burden of ideaSPwinformation, what not" (EK, 141);‘ Williams makes a

distinction between the language of letters and what night be called

prosaic language, and he believes that by taking words out of.their

/

\
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prosalc context artists accentuate the word itself rather than maklng
A ‘ . \

"the word "a symbol without reality»of its own" (EK 147)
* But, because Willlams sees words as thlngs, 'those small bricks
1

with whlch we . would build the arts—-poems in our own catééory as wrlters,

" he draws a false analogY’between painting and literature, believing that

WOrds,llike paint, are material entities:

. It is the making of that step, to come over -to the tactile
qualities, the words themselves beyond the mere thought
expressed that distinguishes the modern, or distinguished the
modern of that time from the period before the turn of the ~
century. And it is the reason why painting and the poem became’

so closely.allied at that time. It was the work of painters
following Cézanne and the Impressionists that, critically,
opened up the age of Stein, Joyce and a good many others. It
is, in the taking of that step over from feeling to the '
imaginative object, on the cloth, on the page, that defined the
term, - the modern term-—a work of art what it meant to: them
(A, 380~ 81)
. . J . ’
Words can act, in our imaginationms, like that which they represent, but

to .say, as Williams does, that "Writing is made up of words, ‘of nothing -
g k . ;

else" (SE, 132), is to ignore:the(very"referents upon which the existence
of‘the words is based; to make a distinction betweén the ﬁord‘as thing“
and the word as idea.does not change the basis of the existence of that

word--the thing to which-it\tefers. Wotds; unlike paiﬁt, canngt actually

be non-representational. s

%

Williams, in an effort to reveal the tactile qualities of the
artist's materials, tells an anecdote about a woman who asks an art

dealer about a particular section of a painégkéz‘.

'”What is all this down here in this corner7” she sald

pointing to a part of the picture.. p
Hartepence leaned over, inspected the area caréfully, and
after a little consideration stood back and said to the- woman
"That, Madam, I should say, 1is palnt

1
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But thie anecdote:also'illustrates the distinction.between literary arts
and other art forms, which is that wotde, the very material of~literature,-
alwéys.present something beydnq themselves——if they did‘not?vthey Would‘
not exptess "locai‘coigr,"'whicb Williamé»himself says is alconsequepce
of, the wtiter's contact with his locelity. Writere may havevlearned
about the."tactile?quélities" of their matetials from painters, as
Wil;iams states they did, but 1iterétﬁre, beeauee it is made of words and
worde alweys relate to things beyoﬁd themselVes,kcannot be totally
abstract in the waykthat paintiné ean’be.. Pqintings ete #ble to relate
tb nothing beyobd.themselveSr—paint onwcanvas——but, as ﬂouis éukofsky'

, . ' . L 24 -, :
points out, words must have a context '"based on a world,"” in contact

with an external reference:

v Impos51ble to communlcaté’anythlng but particulars——hlstorlc
and contemporary——thlngs, human beings ‘as things their
instrumentalities of capillaries and veins binding up and bound.
up with events and contingencies. The revolutlonary word if it
must revolve cannot escape having a-reference. It is not
1nf1n1te. Even the infinite is a term.

This does ngt mean, however, that‘&he effect of wor s upon- the

iﬁaginatiob is less powerful than the effect oé@;;tuélity itself--the
word, eltheugh’it‘cannot actually be the thing itself, can have, in the
imaginetion, as strong en effect as the'thing’it represents. Through the
cobtect between word and thing, the representatlonal or teferentlal aspect'

of the word, the word gains its own power to create a serse of the thing:

The words are freed to be understéod again in an original, a
fresh, a dellghtful sense.
‘ Lucid they become. Plain, as they have not. been for a -
lifetime, we see them. (SE, 90) 2

According'to Williams, only when a word has a clear referent can it be

"put down for itself, not as a symbol of nature but a part, cognizant of
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'the whole——awaree—civilized" (sA, 102) He believes that the modern
writer must be like Shakespeare who, according to Williams, could "invent
reality in the words which stemmedrback directly to things; to the
ground, to his own aimplioﬁty,»ditecthess, and after all emptiness" (EK, 16).
. S ' ) r
Although wotds ﬁeeg to be svmbols for other things before they
can be‘ihings themselves, Williams believes that their svmbolic-function‘
vmustvgggiextend beyond.the faots to which they refer. Louis Zukofsky
perhaps expresses the reasons th poets must use words'spariugly when he
says:' "The'eeonomy of presentation in wtiting is a reassertion ofvthe
faith that the combined letterSv—the words——are absolute symbols for
obﬁeets, states, acts, 1nterrelat10ns, thoughts about them If not, why
uee‘words-fnew or old?"26
’ Cohquion can_atise, however, when the fact iteelf takes on a
symboiic function, as Williams-points.out:' "For I could live;foreVer in
a‘hut’in.a Walley and if I were born there i‘would mistake the valley for
oeace, the hut fot‘comﬁort,'my dog for iove, one fiower for %eautv and
myaelf for king of Creation just as has been dome many times in the past'’
(EK, t?Z) But the word itself (valley, hut,'dog, flower)~&ust refer |
'only to the thing, even though the thing itself may have come to have
. connotatlonS‘beyohd its inttln31c nature, as ". . ; gold, that is tovsay
'gold,' by confueionbhas come to be  taken as identical with money in some
" languages" (SE, 244). The value placedhon the object.c¢an mistakeuly
become more:importantvthan ghe ohject itself,.so'that "The ttuth of tﬁe
object 15 somehow;hazed over, dulled” (DW, 247). Williams believ's\that
the rose, for example, has beoome Jobsolete" (§§; 107) because it ha;

long been. associated with love: '"The rose‘carried the weight of love/

buy/iove is at,ah end--of roses" (SA, 108). The word "rose" must

S e
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therefore not be used by poets to mean love, and 1if the worq itself is
used to identify its direct referent,ithen that referent, the rose itself,

N

will be sken more clearly:

Sooner or later

we must. come to the end
of striving

to re-establish

the image the image of

the rose
(PB, 70)

Accofding to Williams, poets face-the‘task of continuallw .
renewing ;he'ianguage by refusing to use words,‘enn therefofe thinés
themselwes, as symbolé?—in other words, by eeeing the thingbitseif ciearlyA
‘and by using words only-as:symbols of‘those'things to which chey refer

directly. Williams seeks to dissociate American conditions from

- conditions elsewhere which might be similar enough to America to cause '

/
confusion but - which are not the same. He believes that the only way to

differentiate between similar things is to identify theznew.‘ Joseph

\

Riddel states that it is this "freedom of inaugural naming which the post-

Modern writer seeks,"zi'and he sees this‘aélaﬂaietinction between
. . : ’

Modernism and post-Modernism. The posthodernist,’according to Riddel,
attempts to clafify &istinctionsbbetween things, not by comparing them,
. ' . .- . . ¢

but by revealing the things themselves. But the language spoken by
. , . . i / ,
things themselves was perhaps understood by Thoreau long before Modernism

or post-Modernism. Thoreau states:

But while we are confined to books, though the most select and
classic, and read only particular written languages, which are
themselves but dialects and provincial, we are in danger of
forgetting the language which all things and events speak
without metaphor, which alone is copious and standard.
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Beéausé he wishes ﬁb reveal the direct relggionshiplbetweeﬁ
words and‘things, and to reveal the unique, int?in;ic value of thetphiAgs
themsel§es and gheir "dissimilarity to all other things," Williams argues
that ", : . ﬁhe coining of similes is é pastime of a very low order,
'de;enqihgfas i;'does*ﬁpon a nearly vegetable cqincideﬁce" (KH, 18).
Williams;:ﬁictuﬁ'that thg»artist fmust kéep his eye without fault upon

——;*’ﬁi- ~those things he values, to which officials comstantly refﬁSe‘to give the
| : o , . .
proper names' (SE, 231), is reinforced by Louis Zukofsky's explanation

that the relationship of one thing to another does not necessarily enhance
the perception of‘eicher fhing any7more than~what could be seen and.
revealed with a single word, if that word is in direct contaét with the

thing itself: : ' ; e ~
! .
The disadvantage of stralned metaphor is not that it is
necessarily sentimental (the sentimental may at times have its
) . 'positive personal qualities) but that it carries the mind to a.
‘ o “diffuse everywhere-and leaves it nowhere. One is brought back
‘ to the entirety of the single word which is 'in itself a relation

an implied metaphor, an arrangement, a harmony or a dissonance. 9

Williams himself recognizes that to refrain from using the

. : : * o
devices of symbol and metaphor constitutes’ a radical change in the nature

of poetry. But he makes VQiVidness," the presentation of the word itself,

his own goal and the goal of modern poétry:

poetry should strive for nothing else, this vividness alone,
per se, for itself. The realization 6f this has its own
internal fire that is ''like" nothing. Therefore the bastardy
of the simile. That thing, the vividness which is poetry by

.. itself, makes the poem. There is no need to explain or compare.
Make it and it is a poem. ‘This is modern, not the saga. There

‘are no sagas——only trees now, animals, engines: There's that.
(DW, 247-48)

‘In attempting this task, if it is valuable at-all and not simply limiting

the boundaries oflﬁoetry, Williams is attempting the impossible--to return
. : :



. | ; \ 134
to the mytﬁical unity og,word and thing in which things have no symbolic
or associational value, when things are fecognizablé for themselves, and
when they are seen for the first time as when Adam first saw them; but

'never;heiess a task made necesgary By the existence of the new world
itself, and.by a world fhat is forever new.'

| Williamsﬁ‘pximary example of e'poet who is able to see the
nature of the’ehiog itself is Marianne’Moorei. Wiiiiams'believee‘that

Mari;one'Moore sees the objects in her poeﬁs as objecté themselves §1£§£,

before those objects can be related to anything beyond themselves:

-

To Miss Moore an apple remains an apple whether it be in Eden
or in the fruit bowl where it curls But that would be hard

to prove-- '
"dazzled by the apple (§§, 125)

.Kennech Burke concurs with Williams' view of the‘objectsvin Merienne
Moore's poems, -and referring to the four clocks in Miss Mooce’s "Four
Quartz Crystel»Clocks" Burke states: "We read of foor, not because tﬁe
“nuﬁber corresponde,_for instance, to theiHoréemen of the -Apocalypse, but
simplf_becédse there actually are four of them in the cime védlt."30
Similarly, Wiliiams saysﬁthat his choice of the fiéure five on
the fire tguck inv"Tﬁe Great Figure," oc his choice of the fire truck -.
itself, is for no other‘ourpose than that they oresented‘themselves.to
- him--he came invconcactiWith them: ''The impression-was so sudden and
forceful that I took a piece of paper out of my pocket and wrote a short
poem- about it" (A, 172) Thus, whatever symbolic value the obJects in
the poem might have comes after the sensory contact with the thing,‘unllke‘
Eliot's "objective correlative" ;'and Williams ‘and Marianne Moore have, as
Kenneth Burke says they héye, "an imporcan& quality coﬁoon'to their modes'-

of perception," which Burke calls the ”Objectivist" perspective.31
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-Williams himself doeslnot take into account.the reader's role
| in determining‘the symbolic function‘of language when he argues that, in
a poem‘by Marianne Moore, an apple, even if it were surrounded by'"the

coil of a snake," would not be’symbolic. He feels that Marianne Moore's
"scheme of composition," which is to allow for '"the hard and unaffected
concept of the apple itself as an idea," defiee the reader s attempts to
—make ' connectives" between ‘the apple and anything else (SE 127); the
lack of metaphoric connectives" in the poem itself allows the reader to

pass swiftly "without repugnance from thing to thing" (SE, 124). This is,

—~—

as Williams himself says, "hard to prove," but what ié more important

here than Williams critical assessment is the revelation of his

attitude that figurative language should not detract’ fnom the word itself.
The clarity of the presentation of the kitchen scene in. Food

Night " from Al Que Quiere' is typical of the vivid presentation of

things in Williams' own’ poetry, but it is also indicative of the

limitations of such a method, particularly in a poetic output as massive

as Williams': : & _ : .
./" M ‘ ' »

In brilliant /gas light

I turn the kitchen spigot

and watch the water splash

into the clean white sink.

On the grooved drain—board

to one side is

a-'glass.- filled with parsley——

crisped green. (CEP, 145)

Williams' ability to place the reader into the scene by appealipg not ‘
only to the visual aspects of that scene but to all of his sensgs
demonstrates how well language can create, in the imagination/ & world

that is based upon the direct relationship of words and actudl things; yet

even Williams could not deny totally the value of figurative Manguage,
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and as Linda Wagner points out, he used "figurative language, especially

met:aphor"'32 throughout his career.
S ‘

S

Critics such as Bram Dijkstra, as well as Linda Wagner,.view
Williams’ use of figurative languege, and particularly his choice of the
city of Peterson, with its location at the fallslhité history as an
industrial centre, and its very name, peter/son, as “the trap which
_throughout hfs career as a poet he ettempted to but could.never entirely
manage to avoio: the use of comparison, of metaohor."33 HoWever, as

David Lodge _explains, the distinction between the poetry of metaphor and

the poetry of metonymy is not

13

. between two mutually exclusive types of discourse, but a
distinction based on dominance. The metaphoric work ,cannot
o totally neglect metonymic continulty if it is to be- 1ntelllg1ble
at all. Correspondingly, the metonymic text cannot eliminate
all signs that it is available for metaphorical interpretation.

As J. Hillis Miller pointsbout, Williams uses gew metaphors and very
little figurative 1anguage.3

vBut; perhaps more‘important, Paterson is not a simple'case of
one thing being compared dlrectly to. another, Edwinm J. Fussell explalns
that it is che best instance in American poetry of a major poem bullt on
constituting metaphor that is at the same time constitutionally open—
ended."36 Paterson does not'repreSent one thing, but manyiend,varioue
things at different points in the poem. The value of the metaohor‘changes—
because Paters nuigself changes; and within the poem the reader encoUnters
particular incidents concerning the city--the city is a living, changing
entity, not an idea about a city or a nythological city. The=place,

Paterson, actually exists, and it is a city before it becomes a metaphor.

Also, the things that take on symbolic significance ianilliams' v
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Qdéms“nrg common to the American locale, but théy are viewed in an

., uncommon way. In "Asphodel, That Greeny Flower,"

the asphodel becomes a
symbol of lové, but it reveals the particuiar love shared by Williams and
" his wife. The asphodel does not havé a traditional association with the:
concept of love, ;nd Williams' use of this particular flowef as a syﬁbol
forces the readerﬂtd see bétﬁ the asphodel and‘Williamsi love for Flossie
as unique entities. As'Aian Ostrom sa&s, even when Williams uses
literary allusions orvechoes other poets, he "always tries to make‘them
of secondary‘importance, using them for thé‘most part in such a fashion
thaﬁ they have intrinsic values as parts of the poem even for the reader
w37

who does not know their literary significance .

\

For Williams, then,4even metaphors and symbols must reveal
uniqueness, because his chief édncérn is to ideﬁtify thoéé tﬁings that
exist in his own environment. .He 1is unable to:iaentify those things,
however, when'tbé language itself is inadequateF—when it is:unabie'to
express the’environment~becauséAitvis not»de;ived from that envifonmenta
The poet must, therefore,7ﬂame things while tho;e_things simultaneously

»

reveal their ideﬁtity to the poet. Williams believes that a language not

- derived from the place in which it is used causes confusion, and in the

foreword to In the American Grain he states that his purpose is "to
re-name the things seen, now lost in chaos of borrowed titles, many of

them inappropriate, under which the true character lies hid." His method

of‘re—naming or re-identifying those historical figures with whom he

deals in In The American Grain is "to draw from every source one thing,
the strange phosphorous of the life,vnameless under an old misappellation.”
In the book itself, Williams allows: the men to identify themselves through

their own words--Williams, of course, decides which of the historical
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figure's words reveal '"the strange»phosphorous of the life,' which
perhaps might be what is termed, in Paterson, the "radiant gist," but - the
words useduby Williams to ldentify the men are, for the most part, the
words of the men themaelves, so that'the men are'afive and imﬁediate

through thelr words.

The poet's task of identifying parallels the task of polit1c1ans
or freedom fighters who work towards goals that can never be reached yet

must be sought. 'Archibald Macleish mocks the "loving homage paid to

-

these imaginary words which are described as 'hard' and 'clean'--both

adjectives, you w}ll notice, being metaphors with rich and shadowy

implications about their'shoulders."38 But these adjectives are"

metaphorical only if words are not things themselves and, perhaps more

importantly, Macleish has overlooked thé necessity of the task accomplished\'

" "

when words can be made "hard" and- "clean, Williams says that .o

every term must be forged new" (DW, 259), which is not- necessarily to

make a new, different word but at least to renew the contact between
f N N . N

v

words and the'things'of the cultural environment.

In his "Manifesto" for a short-lived magazine called Pagany,

o

which Williams edited with'Richard Johns, Williams reiterates his belief
in the contact between- wordﬁand place, and in the necessity of malntalning
a d1rect link between the . language of the time and place and the

I
literature produced there. The word must retain its immedlate contact or

all thought becofMgs conf\\lsed:

To what shall the mind turn for that with which to rehabilitate
our thought and our lives? To the word, a meaning hardly
distinguishable from that of place, in whose great, virtuous
and at gresent little realized potency we hereby manifest our
belief.39 '
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Because the word must have a referent in the actual woild, and tbat

1 contact, then, as Dev, the
rsa

protagonist of A Vovage to Pagany, exclaims, "The place of my birth is
40

the place where the word begins." The word itself comes from the world,
f’qm "Earth, the chatterer, father of all/ speech" (P, 39).

Williams indicates two ways in which contact between words and

things is lost: academic observance keeping the language static while

/
/s

the world itself changes; and the imposipion gf the language of one place

ﬁpon another place through colonization. He'believes that, ideally, a

new language should grow out of each place and change as the place itself

changes, thus giving each culture its own unique language. Historically,
however,'this has not been the case; In A&erica, as in Ireland, for
example, thereiére "two opposed split~offs from Ehe full cultural force"
causing what’Williams calls "a cultural dilgmma"—?the traditional culture
of the land from which the language derives and the actual culture of the
place in which it‘dow exisés aré not one and the same (SE, 135, 138).
Williams, because he is American, feels the need to assert or discover an
Ameridan-langhage that has arisén, over ; period of time, in America.

Some Americans, of the pést and the present, fail to recognize the

cultural necessity of having an American language:

It is conceivable that a new language might have sprung up with
the new spectacle and the new cénditions, but even genius, if

it existed, did not make one. It was an inability of the mind
to function in the face of overwhelming odds, a retreat to
safety, an immediate defensive organization of whatever sort.
.against the wilderness. As an emergency, the building up of
such a front was necessary and understandable. But if the
falsity of the position is to be appreciated, what they did must
be understood to have been a temporary expedient, permissible
‘only while understanding was building. (gg, 134-35)

What is needed,- therefore, is a revolution--not against England this time,

~
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but against the Engliqh 1anguaée, espeeially English'ﬁiterary lgnguage.
;gain Williams indicates that the freedom fighters, by using
the colloquial language ‘of their own enQiFonment, are in rebellion
against Eliot, who "fell back after a gallant attack, fell baék into
knowledge and ‘its ensiégedfbesieged citadel where itvis étagnant English:
which ;s peffectly all right except for what went before it--in his case:

implications, connotations" (EE, 34). Williams believes that Joyce, for

-example, is "cutting away all England" by using language that is Irish

rather than English: "Joyce is obviously a catholic Irishman writing
english, his style shows it and that is, less obviously, its virtue"

(SE, 77). Joyce's style, according to @ iams, is a result of his

‘[J

~culture, in which spoPen "Iyish words d

drastically, in sound and in
meaning, from the same words as used
In America, as R. W. B. Lewis points out, Walt Whitman .

. e
understood the necesggty of naming his own world:

And the process of naming is for Whitman:nothing less than the '
process of creation. This new Adam is both maker and namer; "
his innocent pleasure, untouched by humility, is colored by the .
pride of one who looks at his work and finds it good. The

things that are named seem to spring into being at the sound of

the word. It was through the poetic act that Whitman articulated

the dominant metaphysical illusion.of his day and became the

creator of his own world.

But Williams vdiées the frustration of being unable to express his own
locality when he says,v"Ohﬁ.I c;nnot say it. There is no word" (Ql) 3, 12),
and ﬁe also understands the problems that.occur when something in the'néw
environment is expressed with a word whose source is in énother place.

If Americans who ¢8me frém'a European background continue to relate’
American things to things they have Se;n in iurope; t@ey%will miss that \%;
duﬁ America, as the early settlers %ailéd to ‘

9

o

which is new. and unique ab
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distinguish the American thrush\from the Englishlrobin: 7

'They saw birds with rusty breasts and. called them roblns - Thus,
from. the start, an America of which they could have had no
inkling drove the first settlers upon their past. They
retreated for warmth and reassurance to' something previously
familiar. But at a cost. Por what they ‘saw were not robins.
They were thrushes only Vaguely resembling the rosy, daintier
English bird. TIarger, stronger, and in the evening of a wilder,
lovelier song, actually here was something the newcomers had
never in their lives before encountered. Blur. Confusion. ‘A

" bird that beats with his wings and slows hlmself w1th 'his tail
in landlng (SE, 134)

‘When  the settlers attempted to view the new world jin terms of the
knowledge‘gained in the past, they saw nothing'clearly, ";ﬁanwhile,

nostalgically, erroneously, a robin"-(§§, 134). The language of a zlace
must include all of those things that exist in that place, and that are
unlque to that place, but this is imp0531ble if the language is not

derived there. . ‘ ‘3

o

The language lnself must change, then, 1n order to keep up with

® .

the changes in .the actual world——changes that take place in a partlcular

- place with the passage of time, and changes in the environmental

7 2
il

conditions as people move from one place té another. Williams recognizes
. : : ") : . )
that changes in the actual world make some words obsolete and create the

necessity for new words: 'For it must°not be forgot that ‘we smell, hear
and see with words and words alone, and that w1th a new language we smell,,-

hear and see afresh . . ." (SE, 266). Contact with the -actual world

whlch gives words their llfe, also kills them as the world itself changes.

o

A new language, or a language,that is renewed through contact, dpens‘up
the new possibilities of the place and time:
And the difficulty is all with words. With ‘and ke%

words we are trying to do the same that men newy *sharp— _
edged words have done before. That is why the best minds oﬁ
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/( € K
our century——Sqme of ‘them--are bent first on inventing a new
language—--and how they are hated for it. (EK 107)

R Théfhanger of using a»language that is "worn out' or "divoréed" from
‘>‘ //, . -
place is revealed in Paterson, where Mrs. Cumming's inability to

oommunicate becomes literally her down¥all:

She was married with empty words: . .
better to
stumble at .
the edge o \
to fall
fall
and be

®

: : ~—divorced
from the insistence of place-- o
‘ from knowledge,
‘from learning——the terms
foreign,_conveying no immedlacy,.pouring down
: ——divorced
from time (no.invention more), bald as an
egg - .
and leaped (or fell) without ‘a v
language, tongue-tied. . : o *
* the language worn out
' (P, 83- 84)

‘ The new,language of which Williams speaks is based primarily on

»the immediacy of spoken, colloquial language as opposed to the 1anguage

of academics trying to retain and conserve a language that may no longer

»be the language of the liv1ngyculture The language that the "best minds"

7

are 1nvent1ng is the language that they gre speaking and hearing——words

- -that "haye;aacontour and a complexion 1mposed upon them by the weather,

y'}: bv thé hapes of men's"lives in places" (SE, l32). Williams says that

X

4

the word I am seeking is in your mouth" (GAN 166), and that the language

-~

of his writing ig’ taken from out  of the mouths’ of "Polish mothers WhO

v

were his patients, For Williams, then, the speech that is 51multaneously

his own Goigé, the voice of his culture, and a revolutionary new 1anguage,




o ‘ _ _ e - 143

is American speech: "Where else can what we are seeking arise.but speech? .

From speech, from American speech as distinct from English‘speech‘. M

(SE, 289-90).

*

To be an American writer, therefore, is to use the American
laﬁguage. .The distinction between American writing and English writing

matter of choice-—it is a natural difference

i

is, in Williams' view, not a
between languagés: '"Why bother with English when we have’a language of

our own?" (Int,100). But the American's natural use of American language

is "revolutionary" because it constitutes a bfeak from England and

English literary tradition:

The American idiom is the language we speak in tHWe United
States. ' It is characterized by certain'differences from the
- language used among cultured Englishmen, being completely free
from all influences which can be summed up as having to do
with "the Establishment." This, pared to essentials, is the
language which governed Walt Whitman in his choice of words.
It constituted a revolution in the language. ~ (Int,-101)

!

?erhéps the mgst important’conéequenqe df'Williams' belief that -
in the American language every word must be ﬁbroken off from the_Eufopeén
mass" (géﬁ,'l75).is that the Uniquénesé of each cultufe is revealed “in
its literature. American Writing, By employihg'Americanﬂlanguaéi; meéts
Gréek and Latin works oﬁ an equal lele,:not as a copy of the works oé a

. -
master—--as Greek and Latin works are written in the language of their |

creators, so American works $hould e written in the American idiom.- If
each work is}"particﬁlar to its own idiom" (P, MAuthior's Introduction")

a dialogue begins, i whys

i1 .Patergon is#ﬁa?re%ly to Greek and Latin with
the bare pands" (2, 2).%.
& ’ s

;  But neighe;‘Pohnd nor Eliot beliebgs ih such a dialogue. While

*

Pound, as Donald Davie points out, wants '"'to create or re—createfaalihgua
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franca of Graco-Roman Christendom in which English would'operate as a
sister language with French and Spanish ahd.Ital}bn¢£ﬁz\Eliot is concerned

- that language should ,not change too quickly:

We dannot,~in literature, any more than in the rest of life,.

. live in a perpetual state of revolution. If every generation

‘ of poets made it their task to bring poég;c diction up to date

with the spoken language, poetry would fail in one of its most
important obligations. For poetry should help, not only to
refine the .language of the time, but to prevent it from
changing too rapidly;  a dgxg;opmenﬁ of language at too great
a speed would be a developgeit 'in the sense of a progressive
deterioratjon, and that B g%igger to-day.

«
val

'As Paul Mariani points out, Eliot calls fo:’an end to experimentation and .
~a return to a more academic view of language on the part of poets,44 and
Eliot himself says that poets must "avoid the danger of serVitude~to

colloquial ‘speech and to current jargph."45

’

But for Williams change, and changes in spoken.language, are

of a living culture, and literature must express the culture in

»'.@,- = esent form. If language itself, the actual words, cannot be

pggd quickly enough to identify experiences that take place in a
gégjrticular place at a particular time, then cultures must be identified
by means of literary forms that reveal that culture itself: "I find that

there is work to be done in the creation of new forms, new names for

experience' (SA, 117).



CHAPTER 6

"WORDS MOULDED BY THE IMPACTS OF EXPERIENCE'":

CULTURE AND FORM
[The artist] has first to speak the truth. ' Second to share the
truth in such a form that the form itself will be an image of
what is said. So that not the least stroke will be amiss or
W redundant. - Third, that‘the truth, as Ibsen sdid, becomes a lie
- every twenty years, and must be reborn in a new form every
generation: significant form.. :
It is an image of the times then, in relatlon to other
times, that the artist is attempting. And a continual, .agelong
-~ criticism of past times to suit the necessities, the discoveries,
the total knowledge, the greater release of the human spirit
that each age seeks to add to the last. He begigs in rebellion
against a material through which shines the genius of the past—-
' today not to be captured He works with his own faulty
materials and tries ‘to recreate, in his day, the same glorles,
and to increase them. SN y
But it is, in fact, a ipoem, so many words inscribed na
plece-of paper. Language bux own everyday speech The speech

the "defects" which give it its character of today. Its
variations from the pace, Qhe meter, as Amerlcaq varies fro
English. Our way of speaking. This is part: o?’its social
imperative.  (ARI, 109)
One of the basic tenets of the contact theory is that writing is "a vast
discharge of energy forced by the impact of experience into form" (CI, 2,
‘cover), or, as reiterated ten years later in the second version of
. . . » . . - ’
Contact; literature is "words moulded by the impacts of experience (not
fbrvtherdepths of experience they speak of but the ful‘illment of
experience which they are)" (CII, 1:1, 9). Williams believes that an
"intrinsic form" (SE, 256) can be found in the contact between the poem

and the experience from which it is“derived, so that'the contact

simultaneously frees the form from restrictions of convention, and governs
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the form that the poenm takes.

The attempt to find form through experience does seem plausible,
even though what Williams calls "the experiﬁentél method"‘(§§, 291).is
~little moré than an attitude towards thejcreaﬁion of forms, and not an

actual,metAEAAlogy. But this attitude is crucial because it does‘
distinguigh the approach té for@ taken by Williamé, who seéks form through
contact ﬁith the life around him;‘from forms which, in their lack of
reguIér metrical patterﬁs, stanza fé;ﬁs,'orlrhyme schemes ﬁight appear to
have been created upon.tﬁe same basis as a poem b&AWilliams; but whiéh
~are given.their basic étructure thro;gh contact with other literature-—

\ mythig‘patterné, fér example--and not from life itself. Williams does
not attempt to gixg_form, but rather éé find form.g He even ﬁfovides a
somewhag convincing argument'£hat direct, physical contact with the
Aéegican environmenﬁ'does provide a way that forﬁ caniexpress America's’
locali#m and its democtatic brinciples while revealingﬂtﬁe.place itself--
évﬁay tofgovérﬁ form without confiqing or squugating it go breconéeived
notions of form, and without-allowing it absolute freédom:v "We do not
seek to 'transfer tﬁe center of the universe' here., - We seek only contact
with the local’conditiqns which confront us. We beliéve that in phe
perfection of that‘contact is the beginn;ng nofhonlyfof the ;pncept~of
art among us but the key to the technique also" (QI,’I, 10).

But Williams' approach to form presupposes a ndtion that is, at

: L L. ’ : ’ ) .
least for the poet, as restrictive as any conventional form, and it is

based upon preconceived notions of what America is, and what the modern
world is as well. Williams contends that the American emphasis on actual
‘experience and actual godditions at hand offers in art, as in politics, a

revolutionary new order that is distinct from the order of Europe and of



147,

the past. He aggrandiies‘contact with experience until it.hecomes the”
only American way and the only modernhway to find forml While libert&
and discoVery are the catchwordshin Williams' rhetoric, he argues that -
each-form mugt!be revolutionary, not evolutionary-éconventional»forms, or
innovatiVe forms that are,variations:or manipulations of conventional
forms, cannot express America or the modern world.

To assert that contact with experience is the base upon mhich

>

all American art and all modern art is created is unJustifiable, it .is a
o
repudiation of the principles of liberty upon which the ‘approach is
supposedly based, and it is a. rejection of cultural relativism, also
sunposedly a precent of the contact theory, because not all cultures are
democratic, nor do they necessarily'deny tradition——the»culture in anothet
: R , }
place could be distinct fromtAmerioan culture, and therefore ‘that culture
imight be better expressed‘inla conventional form. While Williams mlght
have argued that part of the creative process is directed towards form as
well as content, his argument and his rattenale for_advocating

o : ,
experimentation and diversity of form. are faulty. He makes his‘argument'

. _
a’forum.for more‘political protagandizing; while still believing he is
being liberal and tolerant.ﬁ~He imposes his own view‘of America on other
American artists, and his view of the modern world on' all artists.

What Williams calls "intrinsic" or ”significant" form’is, in
effect, what Denise Levertov, in "A Further Deanitlons and the essay -

1"

" to which it is appended, "Some Notes on Organic Form, ‘calls "organic",
dn fact, Williams_says to make the poem "an organism" (SL, 269) that
grows out of the experience it expresses, so th&g "a sense of completion"

42
(SA 117) will be brought to that experience. Levertov setting out

clearly what Williamq ‘often only insinuates, says that organic form is

¥
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. based'on the concepts that ; . ; there is a form in all things (and in

our experience) which the poet can discover and reveai,nl and thaf "There

ie a poetry~fhat\in thoughtkapd.in fee1ing and in perceptiop seeks ;he

forms pecuiiar to these experiences.'y'2 The artist finds the form of his
werk by allqwing'the world eb reQeal it to Eim; . In Williams' wg;ds, "The
weather changes and man adaptg his methqes that‘ﬁe ma& survive, one by

one, in order to Be thefe for agreements later" (SE,.210). If pre;conceivee

form is not imposed on the work, order ﬁight_be‘discovered'even where the®

artist had not thought it had existed--he will discover order at the same
time as he creates it: 'Order is what is discovered Efter the fact, not
a little piss pot for us ali to urinate into--and call oureelves

satisfied" (SL, 214).

Levertov explains that, aitheugh peetry of organic form is
often mistaken for "free verse," it is governed by the experience itself;

“the poet must let "the experience lead him through'fhe world of the poem,
. ‘ ° ‘ '

~its unique inscape revealing itself ag he goes." In such poetry, "

content and form are in a state of’dymamic interaction; the understanding
N . ) 4 . N X ) " .
of whether an experience is a linear sequence or a constellation raying

’

out from and into a central focus or axis, for instance, is discoVerabfe

. ; ‘\’ '1? . B ¥
only in the. work, not before it":3 *

. : s
In organic poetry the metric movement, the measure, is the

direct expression of the movement of perception. And the
sounds, acting together wiEh the measure, are a kind of
extended onomatopoeia--i.e., they im%tate not the sounds of an

" “experience (which may well be soundless, or to which. sounds
contribute only incidentally)--but the feeling of an experience,
1ts_emotional tone, its texture. The varying speed and gait of
different strands of perception within an experience (I think
of the strands of seaweed moving within a wave) r t in
counterpointed measures. . -

Levertov summarizes this explenation of organic form by saying, "Form is
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v”fulfillment of experience,
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never more than a revelation of content,"5 which is to say, in Williams'

o
terms, that there is a direct felationship, or contact, between the form

of a poem and the experience from whicHh the poem is derived. .
As Levertov herself indicates, such a concept of poetic form is
not new, and she points to statements by Coleridge and Emerson. to make

her point.6 Yet there are two differences, primarily differences of

-~

attitude, between organic' form and the yiew of form presented in the
contact theory. Whereas Levertov says that organic form will "imitate"

"the. feeling of an experience,”" Williams says that the poem is the

" and while Emerson looks beyond the physical

experlence itself, Williams focuses on the senses.
Emerson's attitude towards form is based upon a belief in "the

Divine mind" that creates the harmony of composition:

We feel, in s&eing a noble building, which rhymes well, as we

~ do in hearing a perfect: song, that it°is spiritually organic;
that is, had a necessity, in Nature, for being; was one. of the
p0381ble forms in the Divine mind, and is now only discovered
and executed by the artist, not arbitrarily composed by him.

But for WlLliams the answer to fotm is found in the experlence itself
and in the artist's senseof that experience. For Williams, "The object
ofvwriting is to celebrate the triumph of sense" (CI, 5, 1), end sense
here has connotations of insight into the particular experience of the
poem itself--making sense oflthe experience or the_culture——which can

be done only through the bedily senses. Williams wishes to capture in

language the eesence, the "radiant gist," of that which the poem embodies:

The solution then is, take the thing that is and see it through.
What is, exactly that which exists and the only solution is for
genius to see it in all its implications. The trouble is as

‘troubled water, in the lack of clarity in the application.
(IWWP, 23)
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23 . .
Form, therefore, is determined by the relationship between the artist's

sense ot.the situation and the situation itself, in harmony with one
anothet in what Williams cbnsiders.a dance; a dance that is determined
not by laws or rules, but by the'music of the situation itself.

. For Williams, the attaehment to reality givesiatt a reality of
its owt. As words themselves become more than tepresentations'of thiegs,-
but galn’an eéistence of their own through contact with-things, so by
bringing the actual world to life by puttlng it in action, usually in the

~

present tense, the poet does more than describe reality, he creqtes a new
reality: ". . . the verb calls it/ into being" (PB, 110). The work then

can be seen as a creation in its own right, not as a recreation of a. £

given scene: o

To copy nature.is a spineless actiyity} it gives us a sense of
our mere existence but hardly-more than that. But to imitate
nature involves the verb: we then ourselves become nature, - and

so invent an object which is an extension of the progcess.
(8L, 297)

Qilliams does, not want art to copy life, bdt, thtoegh contact with life,
to embody that life in a new form. Accdrding to Williams, the artist
"holds no mirror up to nature but with his imagination rivals nature's
compoeition with his owe" (SA, 121). He believes that the work of art
itself cannot come alive if itu”tties torBev'f;ke life" (SA 129), and
therefore the work must - make "The Jump between fact and the 1mag1native
reality" (SA, 135», which is "to imitate, not to copy nature" (PB, 109).
The distinctien Williams makes between a copy and an imitation
is the,distinction between the mere photographic image of the situation
~and the.insight into the'"radient gist'" of that situation, a distinction

Williams also makes "between realism and cubism with everything in favor
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of the latter."® The form, then, is not a copy of the scene it depicts;

it is for Wiiliams an image of the artist's ﬁnderstanding of that scene,

so that the fo;m itself is part of the artist's very expression of that

scene: o ‘ ‘ ' : N

In writing, as in art generally, sense is in the form.
Note: 'Subject matter'", so~called, as Opposed t

an abstraction, is a distinction that does not exist in a work

of art save as a division between types of material. (CI, 5, 1)

" In fact, for Williams, "It is not whaf’you sa& that mattefs'but the manner
in which you say it; there lies the secret of the ages" (SE, preface).

| In a review of poems by Richérd Aldington, D. H. Lawrence,
James Jque, and Dorothy Richardson, Williams uses as the basis of his
judgment the relationship of the poems' forms and/styles to their
subjects. He denounces the posﬁs by Aldington and Lawrence because,
although they are war'poems, they do not embody, in their language, meter,
pace, sjntax, and uniqueness of form, the pa;ticular Qar oé which they

speak-~the poetic form does not distinguish that particular war from any.

other war:

In any case one looks in vain for a glimpse of distortion, a

. glimpse of agony, a glimpse of flame to rise counter to the
gross flame of mud even that enveloped the armies in the field.
I do not say it was possible. I say merely that the thing is
absent from these poems.. They are empty nonsense having no
relation to the place or the time they were written in. They
have no existence. -

The poems can "exist' only when they are‘generated by a specific setting..
Thig setting is revealed not only by the subject, but also by fhe formvin
thch that subject is expressed.

| In contraét wiéh thesé works bf Aldington and Lawrence; the

works by Joyce and Richardson do, according to Williams, have an

!
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existence that is revealed in their form:

Joyce and Richardson do not err in the way I have indicated.

Of course they are not writing of war, nor is their work . .
influennced thereby but I cannot help that. Their. form lives!
It is not a bed. It 1s not to put one to sleep. It lives in
its today. ’

They plunge naked into the flaming ‘cauldron of today.

- Insofar as their form goes the war exists in it, carries its
.own meaning. It is a different war, it is not like other. wars,
it is modern, it exists, it is not a thing to spitlick.l

—

'It.i; preciéelw the differeﬁcé between this waf and othér wars thaﬁﬁii;;%}
necessitateé a form that is diffefent'froﬁ other forms.

Williamé' arguments regarding form are essentiall& tﬁe same as
‘his argqmenté for a‘language directly in contact with the‘localiﬁyl'
Altﬂ;ugh new names, in effect a new language, cannot be supplied

i : . v =
constanfly to give value to the.uhiqueness of each experience, :he poet
can identify the unique value of the‘experieqce through poetic form.
Forms, like words themselﬁes, becoﬁe the embodiment of that which they
léxpress, and through form a situvation in a particular time anﬁ place can
remain alive eternally,-because it can be experienced through the wofk ofi
art: fA life that is here and now is timelesé. That is the universal I
am $eeking: to embody that in a work of art, a new world that is‘alwayg
'real'" (SE, 196).

Also like words, thevwork'of aft becomes én iject in iﬁs own
right; through contact with the actual world;» Objectivism, according to
George Oppen, me;nt not oﬁly that the word is an object, or that the
artist focuses on objects rather than apstractions, but méant also "to
objectify ;He poem, to make the poemvan object;: Meant forﬁ.”lL/’In the
poem a situation is objectified--that is, the writer has fgiven it a fofm,

'a human habitation and a place-~you know, the Shakespeare stuff' (Int, 25),

s
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so that each time the work is read or viewed hy an audience the audience
enters into that situation.

‘ It is.this contact between the poem and the experience ftgg
which it derives that, like the contact between words and things that

gives words their own existence, gives poems a "reality':

Poems have a separate existence uncompeﬁfed by nature or the
‘supernatural. There is a "special" place which poems, as all
works of art, must occupy, but it is quite definitely the same
as that where bricks or colored threads are handle¢. (SE, 125)

+

‘In this sense, ". . . it is the form which is the meaning"1 because it
is in the form that the eulture lives: "I repeat, it cannpt*be'sa}d"what
we are and what we do. it can only be proved'by our‘cre;tion of formal
configurations that we were and so remain."lB.

But in presenting '"the sense of the moment" through "continually
refreshe@ crystailizations of form" (CI, 5, 2), the poet creates‘
"cenfiguratiohs fresh to our sensee" (EK, i7)--the reader senses the poem

itself. Williams, although at times he seems to deny the possibllity of

any experience that is not of the actual world, understands that the

)

reader enters the world of the‘work of art. Williams himself in Syr;ﬂg

and All, invites the reader "to read and to see"-(SA 89) Once the B

writér presents the text, the reader re-creates ‘the scene for hlmself¢

e

T
and in doing so he lives that scene in his imagination, experienc1j% what‘ L

<,
e B

reader. We are one. Whenever I say, "I" I mean also,;‘
And so, together, as one, we shall begin.’ (§§_ 89) :

Once the experience has been made into a work of art it is like
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that Williams describes in Kora in Hell, in that it participates in its

own creation alohg witﬁhthose w@o actually buif% it, and then can be
entered by others, who alter that hquse simply by opening and‘closing the —/)
door: "If one shut the door of a house he is to that extent a carpenter"
(KH, 72);
However, although Williaps-recognizes that the feader enters

into the world of the text, he underestimates the power of words and the

power of imagination when he argues that the reader can only enter a text
that is based on adtﬁality. If a thing or an event that has existed in
the actual world can be imagined, there is no reason why an event

imagined by the writer might not also be imagined by the reader. What is
s

important, as Alla Bozarth-Campbell explains, is that the poem itself

brings the event alive for the reader:

® The creative process of both poet and. interpreter is centered
in thesrealization of the poem. In a sense the poet is also -
interested in the embodiment or incarnation of the poem, !
because the very process of its coming into bein through and
beyond the poet is a bodily dialogue.® T poet is interpreter v
.insofar as the work that is coming to Pe held out as a subject '
expressing itself, articulating its own being, and is helped in
* . any way possible. The interpreter is a kind of poet, because
. he or'she is a participant in the process of making something
- genuinely new. This making, asshas been suggested, is the
outcome of the joining of two beings in a single presentational
event: .

Williams is incorrect in emphasizing that it is physical contact

~

-that makes art "always concrete, objective" (EK, 56), because the art-

object, the work itself, can be a creation of the imagination even~
without contact with the locality.i He aséumgs ;hat,ﬁhélphly way to embody
the culture is to express particular experiences, but this emphasis on
experience is Williams' own pe;spectiVé‘of_AmeriEan culture, and is not

necessarily a part of other cultures. He argues that early American ¢ K
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painters were "eminently objective,:thein'paintinos always remained
things" (SE 333 34), and that attention to the actual world is what

’ distingulshes American art, but because he aSSOC1ates America w1th.the
modern world, he assumes that all‘cultures in the modern world must,be
expressed by embodx}ng‘experience.

| "The problem, then, is that while Willlams believes that art is
an expression of culture, not only in its subject matter but 1nv1ts form v
as well, he believes that the culture of the age itself is dominated by

American ideology.‘ Instead of focusing on a place, and the beliefs:infé;
‘particular place, Williams speaks of '"the age," and the beliefs of'that,y/

age: ) : e - ot . o

;Unless:every age claims the world for its own and makes,lt s0 .
by its own- efforts in its own day.,and unless the mark of this
effort and success is left upon all forms of that age ‘including
those formal expre331ons which we call art no one,ﬁan be said
to have lived in: any age at any time, /
. . . : /”\ , .
It then becomes the age, not the‘place or the experience;, which creates
"a form which has been characteristic of iti. . tollive in forever.'l16
, P
Williams assumes that when literature "deals with reality, the actuality
off everyday," it naturallyégeflects its tlme, by coincidence" (SL 131).
. A s ,

But this assumption is itself a part of thev"cencePCUal world" that .

Williams has created_beéause of his interpretation of American ideologys:

Even Williams understands, at”times, that what is more impoytant thanfthe

actual world is the conceptual world:
. ) ) t . ‘;

The term obJectiv1sm" (useful only as a screw driver is’
. to a carpenter or a mechanic and not for label purposes)
some ~f us for a year or two to associate the subject and the
form of a poem into a whole.‘,The poem being made of words the
form itself becomes a "word": An 8th century form, that|is,.

means ih some measure the wﬁole conceptual world of the 8th:
century which invented it and tq ‘whieh it is fitted whereas a

S L e
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- 20th &entury form should embody, if possible, something gg the
-astrophysical, chemical, sociological makeup of its day.

Unfoertunately, though, he does not recognize that his conceptual world;

in which‘attachment to actual'experience,is of utmos Ptance, is not f

a world shared by all people or all cultures—--not ev ‘ all'Americans.

q ¥

From his perspective, the old, European standards of measuring
the rhythm of language or the forms that written language take are no
A more valid in America or in the modern world than monarchies or Euclidean
geometry are: ‘''The veryugrounds of our beliefs have altered.‘ Wehdo_notl

live that way any morei nothing iskour lives, at bottom, is ordered
i A

Aaccéﬁﬁimg;to that measure . . }" (SE, 337).: TFor Williams, these new

"grounds of our beliefs" are Américan and they are democratic, so that

i -
{

while "A new world/ is only a’dew mind“ (gg, 76)\\to be American is to be
part of the new world that isyhmerica and American ideology. Unless a

poet is American, at least in/the sense of believing'in'the American

EPEE ‘ ‘ /

democratic ideology, the mod#rn ideology; then a new poetry cannot be
produced:because 'unless the#e is/ a new mind there cannot be a new/ line"
. - i’ . . . ) ) . A

(P, 50). According to Williams, this.-new line changes the very nature of
I ™ - M .
poetry-because, as the'tityé of a late essay indicates, "A New Line is a
. ' ' / ‘ ' ' : ‘
1 : , ,
New Measure," 8 and this méasure is simultaneously the expression of and
q

the creation of the reality of America: '"And what is\reality?' How do we

know reality? The only reality we can knom is MEASURE" (SE, 283).
y ! ‘ ’ - ’
" Ostensibly, the new order based upon experience. is only a way

to distinguish American culture from European,culture——a way to determine

/

order in a poem without restricting that order to conventional forms

reveals the American spirit in that ‘same. way that the. strictv conventional

2
c_/

forms invented in Europe, and the emphasiSton inmowation rather than

LN
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revolutionzlexpress the.nature of European culturep*ﬁself:
- '\. R

B
v PR

So, I think it is our duty as Americans, our evotional duty,
let's say, to take out the spirit that has maée not only Greek:
and Latin and French poetry .but British poetryﬁalso, and which
restricts us when we're too'stern about following their modes,
and put it into something which will be far more liberating to
the mind and the. spirit of man, if I'm going to be philosophic
in .that semse. Back of it all, that is the theory. (Int,

L3
"

Distinctions in form are, therefore, cultural distinctions, and Williams
' -
insists that cultural differences are based upon’ﬁiace: "0rder is
nothing else than one of the kinds of'affirmation of the same thing:

place" (EK, 133):

t

. S A\
It is not possible, in other words, to have excelléhce without
a development from the base, in a culture, a belief held by a
group in a certain place, which through work becomes more and
more. adapted to that place to embody it in sensual expression.
It cannot be imported, it would not be applicable or .
understandable, it must_pe made where it is to,be(out of what
‘exists there--otherwise it will not have the time dimension or
the breadth of base.to resist lateral pressure and include the
" ‘whole of the expﬁession possible to that place. (ARI, 223)

- But imstead of‘Histinguishing between the cultures of various

places, and allowing for differences in those{kpltures, Williams sees

o

only the modern world, which is American, and the past wh1ch is European.

He cannot recognize politicak changes that have' taken, place in Europe

because*;hOse changes have primarily been evolutionary, not revolutionary:

- ' , . ' //.’ -
Hand in hand with Williams' view that forms which express»tﬁe Ameﬁican

sensibility must necessarily be "liberating to the mind and spirit of

man" is his view that European forms cannot be modern because Europe

L]

itself has not fully entered the modern world. 9 Metrical verse and

conventional forms express, for Williams, the ariétocratic and feudal

P
1

background of European culture. He believes that until Europe hasha
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revolution that will destroyvthe_whole sociai,'politicai, and cultural
structure and wiil bring them into‘the modern world of relativity,
individualism, and attention to immediate.conditions.(essentially giving
them-American vaiues), European artists cannot produce works that |
simultaneously express European cultnre and-are.truly‘modern In ”The

Venus,' an eplsode from A Voyage to Pagany, Dev tells Fraulein von JJ

" about the benefits of America as a place without a long, aristocratic

tradition: "I thinhﬁit_is useful to us, he continued, because it is near
savagery. In Europe, you are s0 far from it that maybe you will,have to "
diehbeforé.you can live again" (Nov, 533). .
According to Williams, "a new measure," both a new standard of
art in’the modern world and a new way.ot measuring pbetic meter, is
practically impo;sible anywhere else but in America because the‘ﬁnited
Statds is the only nation that has;rejected the feudal oaét: "But'with.

our history, stuich seeking, such attempts toward a new measure, are

particularly appropriate and; I believe’ have an exceptional-opportunity

‘to succeed. "20 Quoting J. B. Kerfoot, Williams relates breakthroughs i

poetic form to the democratic spirlt in America fighting against Eurfpean

aristocracy: ''Perhaps you are unfamiliar w1th this 'new poetry' that is
‘¢called 'revolutiomary.' It is the expression of dEmocracy of feeling
o ' " N ' '

rebelling against as aristocracy of form" (Nov, 316). Williams calls

fconventional English poetic form 'the'form of empire,’"21 and he‘believes‘f”v

that Americans have a duty to reject conventional forms that have become
known as poetry in order to open new possibil%giesi%T the poem itself

JUSt as they had to: recognize the new possibilities of America 1tse1f by '
22

rejecting European forms of government.

- . ' ~ ‘7

Williams does recognize however, that in acggallty few American ’ o




poets have reJected conventional forms outright, and he sees this as
their fail\\\‘ because they look back to old forms, to accept American
culture. Again, in Williams view, this failure is particularly evident
iin:theaworks of Pound. and Eliot: | | |

S
sy

. ' That is by avoiding the difficult formal problems presented
they found ‘themselves stripped of the philosophical and psychic

{underpinnings which make up the very rock upon which any new
:and more highly developed cultural necessities rest for us

- today So that Pouhd and Eliot have slipped back, intellectually,

from. their early promise. ‘Which is to say that the form and

the gist, the very meat, of a new cultural understanding are

interlinked insepara\ly. ' / . :

. That is why the'question of FORM is so- important ‘and merits
such devotion and the keenest of wits, because it 1s the very
matter itself of a culture. We cannot go back because then the
form becomes“gmpty, we must move into the field of-action and
g0 into comﬁ%t on the new ground. (SL, 227)

<< \.),
*

But Pound and Eliomware not the only two American poets Williams
singles out for. failing to adopt‘indigenous'forms; although Williams can
appreciate Yvoriyinters' skill, he does not believe that Winters' forms

express American culture: - ' St

He went back to the conventional stanza and his best work has '
done- some fine things, but how empty they seem to me when taken R
.with the view I have of our culture as a whole. His poems are .
“tight, hopeless; sterile. Maybe our culture is the same. In .
that case I'm a feol--but I don't believe it. (SL, 227-28)

i

: o,
Williams does recognize, however, that by breaking away from

~traditional forms, the writer risks being_misunderstood, particularly by

.

vthOSe Who,view>all.literature in tefms of tradition: "Within-the

tradition lies perfection,' the Sacred Grove,,a studv nf Dryden.
Outside is imperfection and formative chaos'" (SE, 84) According to
Williams, even those who do not necessarily view art in ‘terms of tradition

may. not appreciate the new‘ 'Everything new must be wrong at. first since

' there is always a moment wher the living new supplants that which has been
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and ‘still is right and is thus sure to be wrong in transit, or until it

[

is seen that that which was right is dead" (SE, 60).

Williams, then, against his own»adviée, has preconceiVéd notions

about what it is to be American and what it is to be modern. He looks at

art, somewhat in. the way that Joseph McCarthy looked at politics, to find
those aspects of form that are un—Amefican, and therefore not modern

efther. For Williams, the turn towards conventional forms in modern

_ poetry is '"the sickening turn toward death," in which the vital, living

- . [ - .
culture is made into "a pretty thing, a bouquet frozen in an icecake'

-

. - ) . ) . .
(KH, 71). -Only the dead, like the man in Paterson who is found in the

river ice, can be contained in a conventional form: "It is impossible to

write modern poetry today in the old forms."23
'ﬁloﬁsey [sic] with mediaeval filth,”zéQare seen as forﬁs of the past, not

i

Again.conventional forms,
of other cultures that might still exist outside America, ‘or outside
Willians' view of America.

Unfortunately, Williams even resorts to political clichés and

’ rhetorical devices to make.it seém that, by limiting poetry to organic .

i}zﬁ%/hgwgs actually offering 1ibertyff

How then cdn a man seriously speak of order when the most that

he is doing is to impose a structural character taken over from:
the habits of the past upon his content? This is sheer bastardy.

Where: in that is the work, the creation which gives the artist
his status as a man? And what is a man saying of moment as an
artist when he neglects his major opportunity, to build his
living, complex day into the body ofjliﬁ poem? (SE, 217)

The opportdnit&'fo discover ﬁew forms is, in Williams' view, lost because

of tyranny anﬁ subjugatidn by conventional forms, which suppress new

Y

truths offered by a new world.

Williams believes that when forms are not derived through

N
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sensual contact with the poet's nstive enviromment; those forms cannot
express the truths of that env1ronment The truth becomes falsified'by
.the form in which it is expressed He does not-want his own life, or the
forms he uses to exp%gigkhimself to be limited by foreign or traditional

forms, whether they are forms of government or forms of expression:

They even modify the thought of the language The forms'modify
the thought .
That's why the priests of all sorts, ‘the priest, generally
speaking, whether Christian or otherwise, sticks to ritual,
because he knows if he can get those people to repeat that
ritual, they are caught. They are snared, for life, for Bood -«
or for evil, whatever it may be, but they are snared. (Int, 25)

K}

Snared within‘the-confines_of a fixed form,_the poet is, according to :

Williams, unable to thinkhbeyond the\limitations of what that form itself

*  Why not ‘write sonnets? Because, unless the idea implied in -the
configuration can be de—formed it has not been used but copied.
All sonnets mean the same thing because it 1is the confiouration
‘of the words that is the major significance., Because it*is a
configuration (the sonnet) whose meaning supersedes any 1dea

+ that may be crammed into it. It is not an inventibn but
anchors beyond the will--does not liberate the intelligence but

. stultifies it-—and by its cleverness, apt use stultifies it the

more by making pleasurable that which should be removed.
(EK, 17) . S

» . . /
From this petrspective, even the most skilfully'cgafted poems

written in‘conventiohal forms are of little artistic value because they

e

do not open possibilities~in the genre itself, and also because the !

modern‘world cannot” be expressed in a sonnet form, In Williams' opinion,.“

- the poet who expressqs the twehtieth*century situatiou-in a sonnet has

not had any insight into‘his world but ‘kas been "subjugated" by a

>

‘concept of what poetic form is. Wil!i&hs even dislikes the term poetry,

_ because it-lmpllfi/that there is a pa?tlcular set of conventions that




limits the possibil{lii;t\;iesﬁ of form: ‘ .

~

. I speak of the poem, an-address toward the poem, not of
poetry. . Rightly considered there is no such thing as poetry;
that is, for the grammarian there is, obviously such a thing;
but the poem precedes such a concept and supersedes it to such
an extent that the othér (poetry per se) can be positively a
barrier to-appreciation. Many believe that in some way poetry
governs the poem so that it -comes to some of us almost as a

+  shock.that something called ”poetry may block an appreciation
of a- new poem . : . ; :

Y,

Williams believes'that.Matiahne Moore's poetry, for example;~is

valuable because the reader does not find a form that he expects, becausé

of convention, to find. Instead, he finds a new perspective on what may

be an old subject. He sees that sﬁbject»as it is today:

to.

He will perceive absolutely nothing except that his whole
preconceived scheme of values has been ruined. And this is
exactly what he should see, a break through all preconception
of poetic form and mood 'and pace, a flaw, a crack in the bowl.
It is this that one'means when he says destruction and ‘creation
are simultaneous. But ‘this is not easy to accept. Miss Moore,
using the same material as all others before her, comes to it
'so effectively at -a new. angle as to throw out of fashion -the
classical conventional.poetry to which one is used and puts her
own and that abbut her in its place. (Nov, 310- 11)

-

' . The implication isy therefore, that the lack of conventional form

_constitutes the discovery of new possibilities of poetic fofm, and

Williams believ%s that "Discoveries afe the life blood of the arts as of
the sciences, of love, of anything you may name."

It is this freshness or newness of expression that is for '

Williams the discovery that allows for a whole new‘field'of possibility:

The analogy between the poem and the scientific advance is here .

again of use. :

Shakespeare is so to be’ Judged. So too is the. explanation
why at the beginning of a movement, when a new form is set, the
‘chief poems are created. It is not ‘novelty, though of necessity
~the great must [be] the new;, it is the increase of knowledge
that is the deciding point. - :

/‘ = 162
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Or, if not the increase of knowledge in an absolute sense,
. it may be the representation of knowledge from an illegible
script. (EK, 74-75)

°

As Williams himself indicates, this is not to say that a new form
-necessarily expresség a new truth, something that has not been known: o

before, but only that truth itself is relative, and cannot remain static:

Kl

The natural corrective 1s the salutary mutation in the
expression of all truths, the continual change without which no
e symbol remains permanent. It must change, it must reappear in
' another form, to remain permanent. It is the image of the '
Phoenix. (SE, 208)

: Diséovery necessarily involves ekperimentation, and in Coﬁtact
Williams_and McAlﬁon state their intention ''to be dpep—mindeditowérd all
experiment—foursélves ﬁeeling that many\literafy forms, the novel, the
short story, and metricaliverse, ére maﬁhered, copied and éreéenﬁioﬁé
téchnique . . .V,(g;, 1, i). Expefiméntation is important, from this
perspective, even 1f it has only ' ngen us great freedom and told us |
vnothing more' (ARI 200) . Willlams does unde:;%and, however, that thé
success og>failgre of experimental work must conséantly.Be in question;
worig‘ar not nécessarily succesgful simply because they are experimental:
"Ihé poej>$s(what we are after"‘(§§, 291).

But while Williams says that he is "broadly open to all o @

experiment--some of which will be futile,"27

his theory limits the
possibiiity of what kind of experiments and discoveries can be made. The °

- most questiqnable aspect of Williams comments about form is hlS argument

that changes brought about through experimentatlon can only be

revolutionary, not evolutionary.28 In Williams' view of the. revolgglon S
. : v @
of form, nothing of the past survives: "Can they not see and why fot?

-but for lethargyf—that litératu;e is and must be constantly iﬁfrevolution;
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1

being reborn ano that exactly that is the only classic" (Nov, 283). ﬁut
such gastatement is simply false, or else it is an extremely narrow view
of what constitutes a classic.

Williams' belief is that in ilterature, and in politics, a state
of almost perpetual revolution must exist in order for liberty to be
maintained. He does not acknoweldge that changes can take place
' gradually through the modification of existing literary or political
Mforms, and ﬁor this reason he cannot see the value of innovations such as
e. e. cummings' sonnets or'Robert Frost's iambic pentaheter. Perhaps more-
1mportant he does not appreciate the formal developments of The Waste
Land, or the developments made possible by Pound’ s borrow1ngs from’other
Jlanguages, partiCularly Japanese and Chinese, because he is convinced
that'thoee forms' do not embody the-culture in whieh they were created or
expreas the cultural batkground of their creators: innoyation is

un—-American.

Williams believes that in order to be reborn, literary forms

’ LN

must first die, which is to say‘that—they‘mnst not be used again.- The
poet's first task, as Williams sees it, is to "break down the form-—the

29

_-ikon': "The first thing we must do as poets (poor things!) is to throw

. %t1ou€,fbody and‘éoul. Why? ‘To build, if we are men,‘something,hetter,"BO
The ehoice,.in Williams; opinion, is simple: "Either to return to rules,
more or less arbitrary inAtheir delineations, or to go ahead; to invent
“other>forms by using‘'a new measure. A NEW MFEASURE CONSONAﬁT WITH OUR
DAX.f3l Williame is e;tremely uneonpromising in his position,.helieving
that "the whole house has to come daﬁﬁ" S0 that it can be "rebuilt by

unbound thinking" (SE, 163).

But the reJection of conventional form is not an end in itself;

¢
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the attempt to find order in the situation being expressed is what

Williams sees as the distinguishing feature of modern art:

The modernist igghe who sees through the modern--to an essential
and continuous organization that exists in it, perfectly so

that to him there is no confusion, no necessity to go back, or
to look ahead--he gets his pleasure, here, now-- (R, 34)

Instead of transleeihg the "hidden language' of communication that exists

when the artist is in contact with his world into a "replica" of common
‘speech, as poeﬁs of the past had done, Williams argues that qhe poet must

now express that communication directly: .

But of old poets would transdate this hldden language into a
kind of replica of the speech of the world w1th certain
dlstinctions of rhyme and meter to show that it was not really
that speech. Nowadays the elements of that language are set
down as heard and the imagination of the listener and of the
poet are left free to mingle in the darce. (KH, 59)

The language of which Williams writes is an, therefore, simply the .
spoken lanéuage of which Wordsworth writes in the preface to Lyrical
,Ballads;.for Williems, the form is part of Ehe laﬁguage itself because it
is part of the medium of communication. To manipuiete ‘the order, pace,
and sequence of the words is, from this perspective, to change the
_"hidden language' of communication between the poet and his subject.
Williams:iesists that'what‘differentiates poetry of the twentieth century

L4

"is its préximity to the reality of the day:

What I put down of value will have this value: an ésc¢ape from
crude symbolism, the annihilation of strained associatlons
complicated ritualistic forms designed to separate the work
from "reality"--such as rhyme, meter as meter and not as the
essential of the wonk, one of its words. (SA, 102)

Williams' mistake, though, is in believing that only by revealing the

actual, physical cpntact can the artist create an art object that is "not

-
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realism, but reality.itself." Because he has the idea that attention to

the ac¢tual world is the %odern way, he makes it a requisite of modern art,

for "all artists, everywhere":

Hard down on it--laboring to catch the structure of the thing,
language must be moulded.
By this we are able to.learn from the thing itself the
ways ‘of its own most profound implications, as all artists,
" everywhere, must be doing. (CIL, 1:2, 110)
. , y;

But despité his mié£ake in attempting to convince others that
contact with the actual yprld,is'the on;y American way, and the only
modern‘way, to govern form, the "continuous" attempt to ''make" a poem
that conveys "exact significances" of "the ePQironmehf to which it is
nativé" (§E, 257), guidé; Williams in his_owﬁ search for forms. For
Williams, "reality in our own place and day"32 needs "a new invention by

the poet to embody it."33

His own task, as set by himself, is to find
"continually refreshed crystallizations of form" to eﬁbody his own -

experience of America.



CHAPTER 7

WILLIAMS' LITERARY FORMS

i

Jefferson sald it. We should have a revolution of some sort in
America every ten years. The truth has to be redressed,
re-examined, reaffirmed in a new mode. YThere has to be new
poetry. But the thing is that the change, the greater material,
the altered structure of the inevitable revolution must be in
the poem, in it. Made of it. It must shine in the structural
‘body of it. (SE, 217) ~

i

And I feel that in a. democracy, in a life that the
paleontologists tell us has only existed consciously 700,000
years or something of tﬁat“sorte—a very brief thing--there's a

- lot yet to discover in the way we behave and what we do and

" what we think. And the way to discover it is to be an
iconoclast, which means to break the icon, ‘to get out from
inside that strictly restricting mold or ritual and get out,
‘not because we want to get out of it, because the secret spirit,

® of that ritual can exist only in that form, but once that form-

is broken, the spirit of it comes out and can take again a form
which will be more contemporary. (Int, 25-26) L

The forms used by Williams in his own work, and ‘his comments about those
formé, attest to hi oncern for putting the contacﬁ theory into practlce,
He éttémpts; simuitaneoﬁsly, té break out of conventional forms and to”
create new forms that express his contact with the world around him. As
Williams himéelf admits, while‘af;er 1910 he alway§ preaks out of
-conventional forms, hé does not always”find éorms that are govefﬁéd by
any discerg}kigiprinciple besides revolutlon for the sakeé of revolution,
Gradually, though, by the 1920s, " he begips to see that the situation
itself, can determine not only the foﬁm, bﬁt even the genré of the Wérk.

The writer, especially the poet, must understand the ""hidden language' of

the cgntact between himself and the scene to be Presented:

167
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, ] s 9.
‘.‘l .The poet's task, in any .is ta listen to the language of
[ ot " # his time, when it is impassipned and wherﬂver it occurs, and to
” wgnﬁﬁﬁf' discover in it, from it, the essentials of his form, his form,
A *

as of his own day. From these essentials he makes up " his
patterns--embodying the characteristics of what he finds aliye
in his day. . Thisaps the task of the major poet in any time.

£

Pn Williams' fiction, this language is expressed as little more.
i

than a direct transcription of the actual events and the actual

conversations that took place. Or, perhaps worse, it becomes solipsistic
musings about expressing what is actually taking place at that time. But

in the poetry, this "hidden language" is primarily thé spoken language of

Williams' environment, and because that language is part of the culture

it expresses, Williams{pften succeedsvin revealing,the culture by'
revealing the languageidtsélg; he uses line endings, in the 1920s
especial}y,lto réveAIftﬁe tdétile qualities of the words themselvese—

u»,‘ . LA

their reality"-—and later, in his- relative measure, hé uses the rhythm

e . ,u,g P

»of the sgoken language to determine line endings Paterson which is to

A
a large degree about ‘the need for communi%ation (amongst individuals, and
I

between people and their environment), is Williams attempt to "embody"
5, o '

" his whole "knowaﬁle WOrld";(A 391) ~ But while’;hat knowledge begins

Wlth the begiunings of history in Paterson, it continues while the

. ’ T :
process'of the contact itself continues, and has no determlnable end,

. “) Y opias e »
x: : : . : )
except death Ty .

P 1

Ironically, Williams own'break from the traditional forms in

which his ppems were written before 1910 was brought aboht by Ezra ‘Pound.
 Williams himself says that ‘the period before he met Pound at the 4 |

University of Pennsylvania in 1902, and then after that meeting, are

"like B.C. and A. D." (IWWP, 5). Pound was justly and bluntly critical of

Poems, a volume that Williams published himself in 19092 and that is

- L
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;characterizedrby the predominance of octosyllabic couplets in which the

/rhyme SChemebinfluences the syntax of the lines'themselves:

Innocence can never perish
. Blooms as fair in looks that cherish
. Dim remembrance of the days
When life was young, as in the gaze
Of youth himself all rose-yclad,
L Whom.but to see is to be glad. . . .

P

Charles Doyle points out that the "years between '"Poems ' and 'The Tempers'

’

,11913) is?probably the ﬁeriod when‘Pound's influence on Williams was most

formative";é’Williams changed from the traditionallforms of.Poems, which’

"

' ihe ‘never reprinted, to the free verse of his poems that were published in

. the 1deas expressed in Contact became firmly established The Temgers

e cEpy 124)

the Imagist anthologies of 1914 and 1915. S ' R ¢ 

The works written after Pound's criticisms of Poems and beforeyﬁ

(1913), Al Quegguiere' (1917), and’ Koraiin Hell. Improvisatlons (1920), -

are Williams expresalon of new-found freedom fnom the restrictions of
conventional forms}""Pastoral " from Al Que Quiere' is typical of

"
o

‘Williams' work of the period not %nly in its zirect, unadorned statement,

but also in its short lines, each of which is‘ n image,in itself but which

'adds a new ension t0'the,whole scene:
'Ihe;little\sparrows '
L _hop ingenuously -

. &, about the pavement

- ~+S - quarreling . .

‘ ‘with sharp volces
over those thingS'
.that interest them.

A ®
‘, B

Thus, even here in what Williams himself considers to be "free verse" the;i

/
I . o~ .

building up. of partiCulars, on'e upon the other, is the factor that

determines the form of the pﬁ\?" ‘~€ T *n,_ S e



j?ﬁ During’this period-Williams is, however, an advocate of free

verse and of improvisation (writing down whatever comes into his mind)

because both break from the resirictions of form

But free verse is the ONLY form that CAN CARRY THE NEW MEANING
that is imperatively required today. It 1s the ONE verse form
‘that embodies the quality of thought which can be designated as
" modern. And it is only the modern which is worth expfessing.

bl

But. Williams began to realize that free verse, and Kora in Hell, which is

'organized only in the sense that it includes something" that Williams

%Q) -
had written on each day for a full year (IWWP 27), hdve no realvrgtionl

. .,.i‘
to build upon——form is not "free" or random. He. therefore began to see.

little value in the free verse poems being written by the Imagists, and

T he would say later, "Imagism was not structural that was‘the'reason«for

+

its disappearance" (SE 283) He also became disillus1oned w1th his own

1mp§’v1sations, perhaps even recognlzing while he was writing them that

‘ v

they were only a part of the destruction that is necessary before"
building begins e wgndered "When dOes this downhill turn up agaiw"

(KH, 69).' Ultiﬂ%tely W@Eliams reaﬁgnized that "In the p@@m a rebellion
. \, . »
' against older forms means: nothing unless, finally, we have a’ new form to

substitute for that which has-become empty from the exhaustion of its

s

means" (SE 272). The problem, however, is that while Williams found a

-« L4

rationale for his attitude towards‘form,-the aetual forms. of the poems'

themselves are, ‘to the reader, virtually indistinguishable from free verse

Nevertheless, once Williams had made _that break from conventional
forms, he understood that he could "never again write anything to'be a o

certain shape" (R 12), and his greatest fear, was that he would "slip/

| into the old mode" when faced with the difficulty of clinging "firmly to ;}

%

~

”'fji"‘ the advance" (SA 103) The forms against which he rebels are not only

Y

& -
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those of gther writers, but his own as well: ", . . one must continually

‘ A . ' o - .6
break down what oneself has accomplished. , One must come out clean." H%

. a ' )
believes that once a form has been developed by another writer or by “‘n;

-’

‘ “oneself, that form has outlived its function: "After an effective
Wperfection, such an expressioh is the end of its effeEtiveness,,wThen it.
is the difiicult tas%ﬁ%f another energy to take it apart“ (53;3'223).' Asu‘
Edwin S. Fussell poinél out, Williams remains, until the end éf hii’life,

consistent in his search for new forms, whereas after rebellina briefly
b

against traditional forms, ... the American poet (Williams xcepted)

o " _ :
returns to relative regularity.’"7 :

“ Williams7ipoems written in ﬁ;ee verse and his 1mprov1sat10ns do -

-

seem like a necessary stenron the way to the development of a theory that

would keep- literary forms changing in relation to the ghanges in the
R\.
actual world: "l_could reject the Jlooseness of free verse,‘ ‘Free verse

A
i T : : : ‘
wasn't verse at all to me. All art"isvorderly. - Yet the%early poems - v

disturbed me.‘iThey were too conventional, too academic" (IWWP, 65).

4Williamg desires’a balance betweenvthe“absolute'freedom of free verse and

.. N

the cén nement of conventional forms, and what he finds in contact is "a
liberation of pure forms" (CI 5 2), which he believes can be found

> . ‘ .v -
like the liberty allowed in America through the democratic process, in
E ai . N
\

fts relationship‘to'immediatevconditions, Free verse, and the 1\

: improvisations‘inTKora in Hell, are not governed by ‘any principle except
) . s S : R
‘the destruction of the rigid principles of old formw«: o
' \ . S PR . ‘ o :

~

9
Tl

'The virtue of the improvisations is their placement in a world

' - of new values—-
IR TR their fault is their dislocation of Sense,
often complete. But it is the best I could do under the
;hcircumstances., It was the best I ‘could do and retain: anéjvalue
- to experience at— lip- (SAé 116 17) '

P - ) . &



172

‘Although the improvisations remove form from the bond of' convention and

for this reason open the possibility of a new system, their "dislocation

of sense," or lack of '"sensual contact" is, as Williams undbrstands,

. ‘ &
their flaw.A Publicly, Williams defends the book, saying, "It is the one

book I have enjoyed referring to more than any of the others. It reveals
myself to me and'perhaps that is why I have kept,it to myself" (IWWP 26) .

~

But Williams' ,actual written references to Kora in Hell are disparaging,

and in a personal letter to David Ignatow in 1948 he reveals his

embarrassment that the book is made up of‘"dreams' and is not 'down to

earth":
-~ 1 wrote some things once ¢alled Improvisations: Kora in Hell

E [sic]. They were wild flights of the imagination. As I look
at them now I see ho 3 n-ntic they were. I fedl - embarrassed.
I was having "dreams'#¥i#hat time; ‘I %vas having "ideas."
(SL, 267) ' ’

' : : o o : : :
The implication is,“gherefore,_than ithout contact the break for freedom
. & : ,

is "yild" and ungovernel. ,Only in

K3

rebellion against ‘01d forms ana a governing principle thé new forms, &

a

in the same way that America could have both ‘government and liberty

And yet American verse of today must have a certain quality of
freedom, must be "free verse" in a semnse. It must beTTHew verse,
in a new conscious form. But even more than that it must be °
free in that it is free to include all temperaments, all phases
of our environment, physical as well as spiritual,.mental and

- ral. It must be truly democratic, truly ftee for all-—-and

- yZ} it muet be governed. . - . R

Hugh Kenner says that "No poet started new linesfasgdeliberately:

-as Williams, or on as‘elusive a principle"‘g'yet that princiole has;to do
nly with theﬁgpntact between the artist and his cultural environment and

“the contact, between words and the environment According to Williams,

‘,I

“the writer must. first discern whether the experience is best expressed in

i
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™

a pfosewwork or a poem, which is a decisionyb@sed primarily on the
"experience itself. _If,the experience seems most suitably expressed.in
proSe, thenthe chronoloéical'details shape the work itself——and this is
perhaps why Williams' fiction‘seems particularly simplistic. 1In his
poems, however, Williams attempts to allow theulanguage itselfhto

determine the diction and syntax‘of'the poem, without manipulating that

i ©

language to. suit a given form: '"Poetry has'to satisfy~before all else

the word. It is the words that have primary place in a line and in a

poem, which is an arrangement, an invention of lines, if possible, anew. n10

_ There is,-then, a structural" necessity in the creﬁon of a poem, even

¥

" 7
S . ¥

- . =]

)‘\j. 4 a«aﬂqwﬁ S . ¥ Y
In I Wanted to’ Write a Poesg(i9§8) Williams,.looking back at ii

: S .
product.

3

“though th%wc&essj}ty may mot be obvious to the reader of the finished
&f - ‘ o S

w

o

his writing after Al Que Quiere' (1917)"“ concludes,. gtom this time on

]

you can see: the struggle to get ﬁuform without djéorming the language

(IWWP . 23). In Williams view the culture is.contained ih the lang age——uﬁé
in the words that are of the things of the place and the things of‘lhe
place; “in the sound of the spoken word, and'in the grammar of the words

in action. Of primary concern to Williams s that the grammar of the

spoken words should not be manipulated by the: poet to fit a particular

' form. In prose fiction, then, the’ writer need only usevthe language of
. . ) X

i

© his culture——the‘lamguage of the place that is being‘expressed; the form

: is determined more by the experience than the 1angn5ge itself. In poetry,
7 4v’ ST X . . L N ‘

however; thelactual‘line'endings are; for Williams, expressions of two"
"aspects of language-—the tactile and the verbal ll

Paul Mariani 8 contePtion that "Speech Rhythms," an essay

written before 1914,l2 shows Williams early awareness of the importance

[
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.of‘the spoken word, is well taken; after Poems (1909)%.Williams‘is deeply
13

concerned about using only the language that he hears Spoken around ‘him.

But Williams, in his early attention to the contact’ between language and’
the place in which ityis bred, reveals a deeper'concern for the tactile
qualities of words, their denotative and connotative values within the

locality, than for their sound quali?ies in speech Only in therlater

poems does the actual sound of the spoken words determine line endings.

Y

that the full impact of the word ° J- 4 s felt in the imagination of

 the. g der:lé "The sunlight in a/ o Teh ptaque upon{the/‘varnished
fr é(SA 109). |

Elsewhere, by using line breaks to shift perspective, Williams

efiphasizes the ability of words to create a sen' “perceptidn; In one

.
i, =

poem the reader is taken on a ride in Williams"dﬂf and Williams states,'

"I saw a girl with one leg/ over the railﬁbf a balcony"V(SA, 120). The
reader must make a shift in perspective between the prosaic function of
, v-the words ahd tﬁé{%afunction in the pOem, the image of "a girl with ‘one
\ leg" “is set in opposition to the actual scene, “and the discrepancy
‘*between the two’is so startling‘that the'scene itself becomesdvivid:’ﬁ
Line endings, far from beingvarﬁﬁtraryiori}bée,_perform-the specific

: . Ly] L
function of focusing‘a enhancing the reader s perceptidn o Sy

z

- : L : J
‘ But perhaps the mOSt striking aspect of- the two volumes of

/poems published An the 19203,_Spring,and All (1923) and The Descent of
’ \
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Winter (1928), is the conjunétion of prose and poetry within a single

work. Spring and All is the more ﬁptmally integrated of thesé twqfworks

-

because in it poétry and prose complement one another and together

celebrate the imagination. Springﬁand All is unified tnematically

.

whereas The Descent. of Winter as a whole is unified only in that its form

is somewhat 1ike a journal with some entries in prose and some as poems;

yet this journalistic form attests to Wil%iams desire to stay in contact

with the immediate conditions, to express that with which he is in contact

while he is in contact with i¢, as in ‘his entry for ”10/9 " when ..,

S

b“there s a little blackboy/ in a doorway/ scratching his wrists" (Dw 236)

Or the entry for the following day, in which the poq%h%ﬁself is what

distingugjhes this day, "October tenth/ 1927," fronﬂlny other'"Monday,

and that particular day contains or iS‘the limitation of éae poem itself:

- “Monday ' L s
o : the canna flaunts '
. ﬁﬂbs crimson head .
v s crimsdn lying folded
o crisply down upon -

iy

) the invisible | - 1

&

) o ‘darkly crimson heart - C o 9
» « of this poor yard '

 3) | tne'grass is long _
xOCtober tenthy

1

1927 (DW, 236) SR .

But while thebpoem‘as a whole 1is contained by the day,itself, the line§,/

- and their‘placement,npon the page, are determined. by Williémé”owu[

: . . x
"sense" of the moment.

5 < ~ . R - . ." B . T .
The 'desire.td capture the présent moment in the,presen&?tgnse

»
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4 . ~

so that it'exiSts in a cdhtioyoué’present is expressed in'Spr!ngrand All:

Not to attempt, at that time, to get- values on the word being
used,. according to presupposed measures, but to write down” that
whicp ha ppens at that time--

To perfect the ability to record at the_moment when ‘the .
consciousness is enlarged.w . the sympathie;“eng tﬂe'unity of ~
understanding which the ima ion gives, to practice skill in
recording the force moving,g‘ n to know it, in the largeness

" of 1its proportions—- T
It is-the presence of a ’ ,
This is ‘not "fit" bun aqgniflcation of experignce. (sA,

120)
A‘ N . ) " B Q .
Williams says nearly thirty years later in "The Desert Music" that it is

;H the poet»éﬁﬁskifi sométimes to record it" (BB, 120) that distinguishes the

’ WOrk and it had been Williams' determination to deal with the immediate

L

n

Am » Taken to its extreme, contact with the immediate world

B

that had lad him. to be a poet rather than a painter becauge‘”“he b.'@f

articulate art of poetry gave a more immeiiate opportunity for the attack"

'

(IWWP‘,' 3).

Williams' prose of this period of the 1920s and early 1930s,

particularly The Great American Novel (1923), the journal written between

the summer of 1923 and the summer“of 1924 and publishéd_as Rome in 1978,

and A Novelette (1932), often becomes, like the prose of Spring and All,

commentary upon what is being created while it is being created Steven

Ross Loe‘y comments that Rome "documents Williams inhabiting his world in

s . /

,the present moment. It is not«merely his means of contact. The text is

»

- 1l5

" that contact. . .'. And Loevy'g comments are true.of the two works

that purportsto be fiction as well o0

being aware of the time in which the work igselfnis heing written—ethe °

0

act of writing ind what is occurring while the writer is writing become

incorporated info the work itself, as in Ihg Great American Novel which

-~

' ) . . S )
: - . . ‘
o

3.
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’ f 16"
Webster Schott says contains "a commentary on its own construction"; it

is about the novelist writing ‘the novel that 1is The Great American Novel

Williams begins by saying that "Everything exists from the baginning,
and that ". . . if there is to be a novel one must begin ‘somewhere" (GAN,
158) # One chapter ends with the writer/narrator's recognition that he is

married to words, and that he has, in his mind, finished the work:
' & . - . , »

f

He went Eh to his wife with exalted mind, his’ breath coming in
pleasant shrges. 'I come to tell you that the book is finished.

I hav& a8ded 'a new chapter to the art of writing. I feel
sincerely hat all they say.sf me is true, that I am truly a
great.man ggwa great poet, .

What di u say,.dear,,I have been asleep” (GAN, 167)
.?’m :'VS" ; R .

’These puns and convolutions are clever; yet uitimately the novel is

“

merely solipsistic. ‘King back on itself instead of making any real

contact with anything,putside 1tself This solipsism is ev1dent again in|

'A Novelette when Williams comments on the technique he had used in“

writing the passage he had just written‘ "; SR
. )/_' - q
I could not- do better because when the. thing was in my mind

clearly I simpledicould ‘not find t e minute to put it down. The -

dullness of this’ chapter is duefo the difficulty.»
. It # bad merely because I was not able to do.it ;
.differently._ Therefore it.remains actually the thing that it
is. And this is exactly what I mean and could not be said more
clearly. (Nov, 293), N « - : :

Referring“to‘the works in Imaginations, Ann Parsons says qbat they

-ﬁf

,But Williams 4s far more successful in voicing this process ‘in his poetry

than in his fiction. 1In the poetry, he focuses on things and events .

outside of. himself and he exbresses the process ,of disoovering those

things But in his- fiction, when he presents the process of writing what

is being written, he remains self-conscious, as in The Great American

1

N

express what John Dewey calls'"the process of discovery, no§ its record. "17,
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_ apparent allessness, even in its massive accumulation.
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.Novel and A Novelette} However, even when Williams turns his view outward -

towards the world he inhabits, he fails, in' his fiction, to find a form
that is anything more than realism.
As Doﬁald M. Kartiganer points out, "The literature of process

is, of course, a comtitment.to realism--in its sﬁbject matter, in its
e | 18

Bat Williams

3

is attempting to get beyond realism, to.reality>itself, and in‘phis he

fails because the simple, narrative presentation of events as they occur

" or have occurred in no way captures, in form, the essence of those %“

A

goccurrences; it is a copy or a re-creation, not a creation. In fact,

.

Williams' fiction is so closely tied to actual events that in 1926 "The

v W . .

'a story by Williams published in New Masses,19
o “ . ‘ . . - '

subject of a legal suit that was eventually settled out of 9ourt.‘ He had

Five Dollar Guy,' was the

3

forgotten to change the names in a story about 3 woman friend who told

him éhe had béen propositioned by an‘oil cogpany”éxecutive. Williaﬁs
. N : : v » ‘
even went so far as to mention the name of the oil company. L
c. . ‘ ! ’ . Ve ' . v ’ '\’}" ‘
. At most, Williams usually maintains onily a fine line between

°

fact and fiction, and.betweeﬂ the chronology of actual events and the -

chronelogy of his narratives. The Columbus_éhaptér of In the American

A

Grain, one of the few times that Williams does,change the chronology, is

o’

,pefhaps Williams' most shccés ful attémpt at presenting thé actual

' ¢ ~ : i ‘ \ .
character, in this case Columbus. James -Breslin indfcates that ‘the
tes the impression that, as we moie

", . . reversal of chronolegy crea

 through the chapter, we are stripping away theqsuperficiél 1ayefs o

Columbus's personality,.until we arrive at his;heroic'core."zq

But ’

Williams; in his fiction, §eldom’offer3'the essence of that which he .

depicts; he offers only a chronological re-creation of events.

i
~ i . . -
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In discussing the relationship between the history of ‘his wife's
family and the plot of White Mule (1937), the first part, ‘of the Stechex"J
trilogy, Williams states the opinion that the work is "invented" even

though he had done all he could not to distort the actual history:

Of course the story's invented. The .principal characters in it
are taken more or less from life and the incidents are, iq the
main, accounts I have heard of past happenings but all the -
detail is my own. Some of the conversation was put down
verbatim from things said to me by my patients. I tried in °
every way not to distort anything of this, never to mold to my
purposes but rather to use such a manner of writin% that
anything I heard would be naturally a part of it.
. - RS

-The simple‘ver&é&im transcription qgidiaiogue ffom the present in what 1is

W .essentially the history of a family is not, however, ‘enough to bring the
[4 ‘ . ‘ "‘< ) \\\ ’

workmﬁlive,_though the Stecher Trilogy is successful as literary realism.

Williams' conversations and contacts with his wor,
patients are the basis of most of his short ‘stories, many o
o L@ r

written in the 1930s, when he wrote almosg,no poetry, and are publlshed

in two volumes appropriately titled The Knife of' the Times. (1932) and

Life along the Passaic River (1938). Williams said 1ater that poetry was

not suitable for the expression of this period of American life, and that

", . . the materials and the temporal situation dictated the terms"

*

(o]

(§§;‘300)f'nor did he feel that the novel woold be appropriate to express

that time jn the life along the Passaic River, at least not as he saw it ,

o

in his brief encounters with his patieots:

Why the shorf story? Not for a sales article but as I had.
conceived them. The briefness of their chronicles, its
brokenness and heterogeneity--isolation, color. A novel was
unthinkable. '

And so the very-style of the stories themsslves. (SE, 300)k

N .

L

Many of these stories, like the novel, A Voyage to Paganx; and even the

’ .
. S . . . s
P B v
’ - 3 . ~
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: longrpoem, Paterson, have as thelr protagonist a,medical doctQr; many’
others Williams had learnéd from his patients,_though a doctor does’:gt
appear in the stories themselves. Perhaps somewhat unfairly, Louis -
Simpson states that ". . . as for form, a doctor's appointments have a &
beginning and an end";22 yet the stories do contain what Williams could
learn about these people during the time allotted for their appointments,
and,the framelof each story is basically established.by the limitations

of the doctor7patient relationship. Only as a group, fragments held

together by their contact with the culture and Williams' place_in?it,uare

. e ' ,
the stories collected in The Farmer's Daughters (1961) in any way unique

in terms of structure. Together, the stories might be seen as the /

embodiment of Williams' contact with"his‘patients,.and they continued to
! . . i . i
embody that contact for as long as‘Willfams‘himself continued to liVe\

\ ’-

) o . ; i
that life. But it cannot be said that, in individual stories, Williams

contributed to the development'of the genxe, - \
!

Williams major- contributions to form are, not surprisin%ly, in
his poems, which dre never in forms that could be considered conventional,

‘Paterson, particularly, with 1ts use of‘all forms of language,‘yﬁs "new
—_— ‘ 4 ) . . e
measure,"” and its unfinished and perhaps open structure, designed to

! .
. . ’ f L

embody the eSSence of Paterson, New Jersey, changes the naturefof'poetic

.

’ /
; form. 1In its very name Paterson attempts to be that place, and in turn
that place is, as the third book 8 epigraph taken from George Santayana S.

The Last Puritan, indicates, "a s conﬂ body for the hyman mind, a second.” ‘-

\ L
organism, more rational, permanent\and decorative than the a mal .

P L)

‘/’_,—’/;rganism Of fleﬁhfagd ‘bone; a work of natural yet mpral art where the -

“soul sets up her trophies of action and instrumentd of pleasure" (P 94)

Therefore, because Paterson is the ' radiant gist" of all that Williams

S

Iy
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¥ knows of Paterson, New Jersey, and because all three are living entities,

>

it seems inevitable that the poem should continue to grow as long as

s

- Williams was alive, as it did, even though h; had,planneﬁ it to be only

four books. - ' ‘ : .

Kartiganer uses Paterson to illustrate his ideas about the

writer's attempt "to discover the work of art in the process of coming

into being."23 He says that, in this "literature of process," "The

writer seeks aicloser identity of art with life; he seemsftg_cggmit/
himself to the obviously impossible task of duplicating the constant

movement of nature, of shattering the discrepancies between the intensity

. of raw experience and its transformation into verbal art."24 Kartiganerf_

- explains ‘that the wo!k,derived from that experience does not have a
¢ A )
- )

4
pre:ﬂstermined form,,but responds to "the very shape of the concrete

‘:

f

eliminated frlom- art."?s_ In this
P :

encounter," and is, "in~a real sensé\\subservient to that encounter so ..
convention,,ip its us‘al meaning, is

relationship of form ‘and content, what Kartiganer calls ‘the ”1iterature

' o

of process" is like the literatu&e of organic form in which, as Denise
=\ . o

Levertov poin%s out, the interection between ‘form and content "is
) w26

v

diséoverable only in the work not before ic."

Co .i ; ‘ Déspite»lapses into propaganda-about Social Credit Patérson
'is, as Kartiganer points out, among‘the most- successful process poems,
s .

not only because it grew while’ Williams know1édge of Paterson grew,“but'

e
also because of the aSpects of language out of which ‘the form developed

. anQ pastiche of lyric, historipel doqpment statistical tables,‘ ‘
o ..' ‘ s P -'/ ¢ "/. . "
"”Qippings, letters, with eVen the shadows of Blakean giants R

X #
" lumbefing ;hong the fragments—-Paterson is clesrly ‘the poem wrenching

H" i \ "27

A \ its§lf into form. In Paterson the point of view seems to be directed . »4~
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.o is formeePfrom language as it is found in Paterson—-in thos

S - L B 182
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inward and outward simultaneously becquse tHe charactejr,Patersonw has a’

multiplicity of identities, including that of a" city, the doctor/poet

5

himself, and tKe poem itself yet Paterson has ‘an identity of its own
_‘that is Paterson, and that identity 1s gained from contact with the
. essence of ‘the city, not from relatinguthe histpry of the city in
chronological order., | |
Asiin "To.a Dog InjUFEd inithe Street," in whichbthe identities’:i&
" of the dog and the person viewing the dog geem to merge so that the ”

perspective created by the. work is. both outward and inward, the perspective

- ’

in Paterson, as in "The Desert Music," is both outward towards the place

¢

"and -inward towards the creation of the work itself-—"to tell/ what
subsequently I saw and heard" and also "to place myself (in/ my mature)

beside nature" and to "1ay myselﬁ down" (PB, 1l )--man, place, and work

(4

offart are in" contact. Paterson hag’ a form wh#ch because the citv is‘in

. oo vl

the process ‘of “being, must itself be in a continual process of. develOpment,

it is, as Kartiganer says all poetry of process musg’ be, "alwgys the worka~
.28

.in progress which "muse never be completed ! but more imp rtanty/it

dpcumen s L

[

and letters that are included in t7e pdsk; and in the rhyt m of ‘the sprk iat

oy . : . s )
language. : “w T / . R . g
e ) T R R S

1, ‘v In the second book of Piterson.;illians writed a few lines ih




s

o The .descent beckons s B (RIS L

Lo : S as. the . ascent b kpned ST ey
S ‘ o ST Me ory is a kind C
’ - of accomplishment s : . :
A L ~a,sort of renewal . T
Lok P Ceven. o L L
o e an initiation, since the spaces it open are new 3
' . ’places,: . e et
e e . _ inhabited by hordes ' ‘ : .
o ' o ‘ L heretofore unrealized

vof new kinds-—

. ‘ S ' ‘since their movements o = 5
ot . ' . -} are towards new ob3ect1ves
B ’ (even though formerly they were’ abandoned)

- @ 77-78) s

o e B .
In this variable foot," as he began to eall it, Williams saw the'

possibility of a/form that 1s based on the American languageg and that 1s

’ trulm modern and truly American because 1t is neither fixed nor free but.

governed hy;the actual spoken language:J “If the-foot itself is variableg

o = -

it allows order &n so—called free verse Thus the.verse becomes not free"'

at all but Justnsimply variable, as all things in life properly are"
- \ )

f(IWWP,-BZ) . He believes ‘that "the language we speak.in the United

States," a spoken language that ‘he calls "the American Idiom" (Int lOl),

can be used to structurevlines within a.poem.ﬂ -
T . R ' o ‘ : A :
Before Williams'recognized the>possibility.of'a %ﬁariable foot"
the spoken American language had not been used by him as a way to find

poetlc structure‘ yet his de31re to find the ba31s of form in ‘the Spoken

.

'-_language is evident in hlS attitude tOWard Pound s use of "the American"

idiom." In 1931 Williams applauded Pound S use of contemporary speech‘
but condemned his attempts to fit that speech into traditional fbrms
"Pound does very definitely»intend a,modern speech-—but wishes to save

R

the exCellencesk(well—worked—out forms) of the old, so he leans to it

:.overmuch"v(§E) 107)7' Consequently;_aCCOrding to‘Williams, Pound's line
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,?ound
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"classic adaptation, no more" (SL 132), though Willlams hlmself calls(v

hthe first user of th% American idiom in our day,_29. o - *?L

o~

The implication is, therefore, that it is not ‘enough merely to :

- - 3 3n", . AN -

1 the basis of the metrical pattern of the pOems . themselves Williams )

use the spoken language in poems, but’that thé Spoken 1anguage must be

: began to see that he had found a new order that could be useﬂ to glve'

form to works other ﬂngyPaterson; "There are ellsionsvbut the natural‘A

order"df speech is maintained, a contemporari speech which does“nOt lean’

T

on the conventlons of past\gsage and so dlscover an order of 1ts own

}which the poet seeks to fit into a pattern. 39“ In American speech

patterns Willlams sees‘a,w!y to\glve.form-that is'Ambrican both in the

¢

sense ‘that “is ideologically liberal--not imposed;npon the-languaEE'but
N . o . i [ . . i "

derived from the language itself--and in the sense that it comes from the

P . "

American environment: . - .. Dot e T e
. ' . ’ " o ’ * L g i : !

] = -

: ’ E : \ £o S o .
‘This is the first essential “to dlgcover a new metr1cal pattern
among the speech characters of the. day e s comparable but nots
derived: from the characters of pas; speech. -For each speech
must have' somewhere in it ‘that quality corresponding to the3l
potential greatness of the environment,which\engenderéﬁ.lt

I

This attempt to find a'new'metrical pattern is not da departure from the -

contaCt:theory,'merely‘a change in emphasis regarding which aspect of

language should. be the basis of the?organizational principle of a'pOem. o
The American language had always beén an important element'invdetermining’
form.in Williams' poems: ’ . C o
i ) h . R . ; ~ . - _— o “:,)
Free verse was not the answer. From the beginning I knew that
the-American language must shape the pattern; later I rejected
"the word language‘and spoke of the American idiom-pcthis was a
! ' better word than language, less: academlc, more 1dentif1ed with
\ - : speech (IWWP 7 65).

o . k S . * o LB

—

f_The change:is°from'an1emphasis on the words!.relationship*to their

l



7;,from Brueghel" Willigms ends lines at times when the visual image is

Tl S 1185

.
- . * .
' N * o . .

referents: to an emphasis o$~the,prosody of the spoken Iihguage

Y

;? o Ina’ letter to Louis Zukofsky in 1928 Williams is very .

. ') N
definite about his attention to visual images, but tre also recognizes
Jthat if sound is to be important in a ﬁ&dern poem, it cannot be used in

the sane metrical patterns as it had been in the past: "Eyes have always

-

stood first in the poet s equipment If you are mostly ear——a'newer

‘rhythm must dome’ in more strongly than‘bas been the case so far.v Yet I

‘th am w1lling to grant——to listen" (SL 102) By the end’ of the thirties,

Williams wants ‘to "Damm the bastards for saying you can't mix auditory
a =

' and Visual standards in. poetry" (SL ‘176) . + In works such as. "Pictures

-~

' incomplete, as he had ip the past, bugage is con51stent in his use, of
.2

triadic forms that he belieVes are part of the American speech pattern. .

. His pomg abo“t Brueghel s "The Corn Harvest" is. typicaI"in this respect? -

‘/ ‘.' ~\ - N . N . -
e Summer! : :
the painting is organized

. S /,;.‘about a young’

reaper enjoying his N
S . noonday rest . ' o
s ‘ completely .,
. relaxed - o .
- from his morning labors~
sprawled

~in fact sleeping . A
unbuttoned . e,
on his back o a
‘ :(PB, 9)

-

It is difficult to determine which aspect of language,&the

AR

visual or the verbal, determines the shape of the poems, in"Pictures from

HBrueghel that were written in triadic, relative or variable measure,: and

the only explanation prov1ded comes from Charles Olson, whose essay



. , R ' . ™

T "ProjectiVe Verse" is quoted by Williams in his autobiography Olson

himself admits that he puts" it "badly,"’but he attempts toxprress the . °
)integration of the inner voice, the gist of the matter at hand and the
., . ’ R ;
: vocalization of that gist, ‘SO that thh actual line s Mthe unification of .

A . i

these two voices: "the HEAD by ‘way of the EAR, to the SYLLABLE/ the

HEART by way of the BREATH to the LINE" (A,.331). ‘ As BeniSe Levertov
R s
to.relate\tO'the choice

explains, the first half of “this equatibnuéee‘

.of. the word itself, apart from rhythmical concerns but foousing instead
\ il
\-
_on meaning, and the second part concerns the measure‘of thevline’itself:;

*

L

Lo .- Head (intellect) and ear (sensuous instinct) lead t0\syllable,’ e

£ which has intrinsic meaning but has not rhythm.w It is when . ’,

' - heart " (emotiony ‘feeling) influence' the operation of breath !

" (process) that we dre led to the line (the phrase, the rhythmic,
emotive grouping of syllables). Of coursé a single word too,

. though, can be tonally charged with feeling——and as soon as we
get a sing%g word, of two syllables, we have the emotive forc%

». of rhythm. Lo - ‘ v . . AT

L0 -

s ¥
ST

<
)

Perhaps the most interesting and useful’ aSpect of Williams

-

‘ View of measure is- in its relation to musical measure, in which each note;

like each syllable in Williams measure,»is not of’ equal value——the(

[

number of notes or syllables.within a:measure is.variable,lalthough each|/
Ta . ) ' - T S

measure is of equal time sequence The‘changefconstitutes what Williamsf

7

calls 'a revolution in the line," a new way of measuring the 1ine, "a’way '
to learning new possibilities of the line itself which has been "blocked

’ by rigid misconceptions of what the. poetic line lS, the old . grill as

~

before a prison Window the new, the grill is gone. 33_ In Wirliams "new

- measure" the line becomes like a bar in music, in which Various numbers

of notes can be within a bar.34 Williams line is determined by the

timing or the breath of "the spoken word and as Charles Doyle points out,
[A)

.f.,. there is Iittle difference between the variable foot' and Charles'

n ’ . i % |
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‘Olson's conéeption\sf a 'breath unit' or 'cadence.unit.
Ihe‘consequence of the new measure is that scansion, "the rule
of CQunted(sy&lables, in_which:all poems: have been-written hitherto," is

. ) /
no longer possible becauie "the beat, that is the measure,'" proceeds

L3

without concern for syll bles;. instead oftconcerning themselves with thé

counted syllables, both poet and reader must focus on the measure of the

mnon

musical pace, the tune which the lines (not. necessarily the word\)

-

make in our ears' (SL 325 26) Thus.the'poetic "foot," which is based
upon "old—time rigidities" (SL’ 136), is replaced by a deasure relating
'to the rhythm of the spoken language of America.< ForhWilliams,'as.for
‘Olson,‘the breath pattern‘of the spoken phrases, which indicates the
emotional state of the speaker, becomes the basic unit of measurementy,

.though the.measure itself can only be determined as it'is being expr ssed:

~ The measure is an inevitability, an unavoidable accessory after

- the fact. 1If one move, if one run, if one seize up a material
~=it cannot avoid having a measure, it cannot avoid a movement
which clings to it--as the movement of a horse becomes part of
‘the rider also-- *(SE, 108) '

- .
. .

American prosody, then, should'reflect the changes that have

ioccurred in Fhe‘English_languagensince its.arrival in‘America——differences

>

"in both WOrd use and inflection"-brought about by time'and the new
environment. ' It is because "The pace of *American is entirely different
from the pace of English 136 that "'.' . the prosody of*English does not
apply tovAmerican 37h—a new prosody based on the'language.of America |

should be the inevitable consequence of using the American language, but

such was not the case:

-~

We ve got to know1that we have to invent for ourselves as we
are in” the process of inventing, ether we like it or not, a
new prosody based on\a‘present.day world, and real in a
P - ) : i .
N \‘ ) <
T

Vo
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us or the world. .-/ . Men 1ike Eliot and Pound. and many

lesser examples have rusaway ‘from the elementary necessity for -

vdifferentiating the two prosodies. They nevergotto know the
problem. They avoided it. . (SL 269- 70)‘ . -
. ) Q | ‘, » : ) - - t )

Again, Williams sees the‘form of the poem, part of which is in the
measure itself,_asﬂan:outgrowth of the'experiencevfrom which the poem is
~derived--in'this case’the experience of the sound of the American

-

' language itself—-and he says that this'contact between the poet and the“

spoken languagevof his culture has always played a part in determining
. poetic'form: . "But the dialect is the mobile phase, the changing phase,
' the productive phase——as their. languages were to’ Chaucer, Shakespeare,

Dante Rabelais in their day" (SE, 291)

- - %
K, : f_ - Unfdrtunately, however Williams sees the distinction between
~

the relative measure of American speech and the fixed measure of .English -

"as further proof that the American language is a modern‘language facing
\
an old,"38 so that forms based on the American language are also modern,

9 .

and lhat English and prosody based on the sound of English, are of. the »
past The relativity of the prosody of American speech is, for Williams,
; an expression of the scientific relativity of the modern world itself:
"You should ﬁind»a variable”measure fbr the fixed measure; for man and

d-"39 For Williams, the American

the poet must keep pace with this\worl
language itself originates gggmyaﬁiéécent historical background——not in

the deep past but the immediate present.' nb0. Through hlstorical accident,

therefore, American'poets have been'given the opportunity to use this new

. o . * ’ . :
‘measure, whereas English poets must.use a prosody-that is their own but-

A
-

which has beep used for centuries, and which, because it is a fixed

. . PN .
measure, - is not ‘a modern measure.
5

p . T L .

present-day world in which the English pr0sody can never be for'
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For Williams the American 1anguage belongs to a new culture and

a new laﬁd %bnd it is a language in a period of birth and growth English
,”‘k

on the other\hgnd//is seen as static angd unchan ..",v_ erary language

Pg

found ‘only in old books. -English is the Laﬁ;nf'f- 5t
past by the sheer bulk of literary prececi“ a"hjle foot is
aimed right at the bowels of English verse 41 English literary tgaditxon
’ means "rigidity"\and "established rules" set ih another'plade and time.
fhese ruiesg'whichvmay'once'have related to the culture in which they
were set;‘are not. a part of modern culture, particularly not the culture

of Ameri&a:‘ N

All gphistic theories, as they-apply to art, are absurd in our
day. This is especially true of a ‘theory of ‘arrest, the fixed
notion of English prosody, highlighted by sixteenth-century
. preeminence, unrelated to social, economic, and political
variants, as the standard, or even a standard, of measurement
. for us now. (ARIL, 224) ' : I '

From this point of view, poets who write poems in traditional

metrical patterns refuse to enter the new world: /

. / :
They cannot sSee that'poems'ﬁannot any longer be made following
_ a Euclidian measure, "beautiful'" as this may.make them. The
. ) very grounds for our beliefs have altered. We do not livé that
: . way any more; nothing in our lives, at bottom, is ordered
‘according to that measure; our‘sociallconcepts, our schools,
our very religious ideas, certainly our understanding of
- mathematics are greatly altered. Were we called upon to go
, back to what we believed in the past we should be lost. Only
. .- the construction of our poems--and at best the construction of
" a poem must engage the tips of our intellectual awareness——is
-#. left shamefully to the past.
A relative order is operative elsewhere in our lives.
Even the divorce laws recognize that. Are we so stupid that we
can't see that the same things apply to the construction of
' * modern verse, to an art which hopes to engage the attention of
a modern world? (SE, 337- 38) &

-

Poefs and poettv are-subject to the‘same.forces'that are present
everywhére in the world, and thev,cannot ignore chamges that take place

Kl
-~



argnnd them--in contact with that world, tﬁey incorpbrate those changesi

How can we accept Einstein's theory of relativity, affecting
our very conception of the heavens above us of which poets
write so much, without incorporating its essential fact--the
relativity of measurements into our own category of activity:
the poem. Do we think we stand outside the. universe? Or that
) : the Church of England does? Relativity applies to everything,
like love, if it applies to anything»in the world. (SE, 1283)

In Einstein's theory Williams finds scientific proof of the validity of

theories on which the foundations of the American social and political \
Y

systems, as Thomas Jefferson envisaged them, were based——that th@udv;

2

itself is relative, based upon coptact with the immediate situation

Therefore, in poetry, the only way to maintain order within cﬂ\s change

©

is to maintain contact with the immediate conditions, and to employ a
S,
"yariable foot."
! But ‘even the relative measure is not Williams' ultimate answer
-concerning the question of poetic form. Paul Mariani says, without

indicating where these new forms are to be found in Williams' work, that
. , : : v P
"Even before the younger poets had begun to use his»ste{rdown,innovations
. o ' )
in the line for their own uses, then, the old master had moved beyond

those to new constructs."42 But as-early as Kora in Hell (1920),

Williams had recognized that 'the field of his. environment” would change,
and force him to take a "new direction" in order to. stay in contact with
it (KH, 65). . Even thisldirection, however, is temporary, as every new
direction must be. ! As time passes, the worid of here and now is fdoomed
to suffer the same annihilation" as the_world of the past‘had suffered

(SA, 90). For Williams, the measure and the form that express the
envirOnment‘as it is today will ndt express that same environment tomorrow:

"a new measure!/ Soon lost" (PB, 167).
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Williams himself had seen his relative measure, from its

beginning, simply as part of a continuous attempt to maintain contact

with a changing world:
I have accqQrdingly made a few experiments which will appéar-in
a new book ‘shortly. What I want to emphasize is that I do not
consider anything I have put down there as final. There will
be other ‘experiments but all will be directed toward the
discovery of a new measure, I repedt, a new measure by which
may be ordered our poems as well as our lives. (SE, 340)

The form of the poem, then, is governed by the same forces that govern

'life in the contemporary world, its philosophical un&erpinnings, and the

e

e
-

poet must maintain constant contact with that world.
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_CONCLUSION
‘ 4 - \ *
Men have always tried to bridge the gap between assumption and
proof by the presentation of the theory, the theorem; an '
‘assumption in interim. taken to be so true that we may get to,
work'whereas, in the various a%ioms on which all mathematics is-
“> . based, there may never be any proof at all. Yet we must make
the choice between no mathematics at all or the assumption that
it is true until it is proven false. (EK, 53)

»

0

In spite of the scope and digndty of the great historic
philosophic systems, an artist ‘may be instingtively repelled by
the constraint imposed by acceptance of any system. If the
important thing is "not this or that system but some.system,'
‘why not accept, with Shakespeare,\the free and varied system of
nature itself as that works and moves in experience in many and
diverse organizations oﬁ value? As compared with the movement
and change of nature, the form that "reason" is said to
prescribe may be that of a particular tradition which' is a
premature a¥’ one-sided synthesis in terms of a single and
narrow aspect of experience. Art that is faithful to the many
potentialities of organization, centering about a variety of
interests and purposes, that nature offers--as was that of
Shakespeare--may have not only a fullness but a wholeness and
sanity absent from a philosophy of enclosure, transcendence,
and fixity.

- —=John Dewey, Art as Experiencd (p. 321)
AN
.

There is a certain.irony abont wanting, idealistically, mnever to be
] N . ’

trappéd by ideals. vWilliams expfesses a theory that is OStensibly

against infle;ible rules and that has as its basic tenet a concern for

the changing, immediate world; yet even such a theory is limited dnd

limiting The very existence‘of works ;hich were produced outside the

boundaries of Williams' theory by expatriate Americans such as Hernry

James, Edith Wharton, Gertrude Stein, as well as Pound and Eliot, reveals

.

é - . .
inadequacies of Williams' theory; Williams' own work is evidence that it

is, possible to-work from within the bounds of the contact theory, but

192
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~ those Bouﬁds are not the limitationé of ;ré itself, Despite his call for
libe;ty, his criticisms of those artigta who expreas'an affinity for |
values that he aoes not share, or who use conventional forms, reveal
Williams' own-inflexibility. His use of political jaigon and clichés
make it difficult to sympathize with him even whén he argues a point that
might be, in }ts own right, accépgable; he often damagés his oyn argument
by making it chauvinistic. Although, as a result of the contact theory,
’Williamg is ‘often able to presenﬁ his direct impressions of the American
envirbnment in his poetry, in his theory he never sa;igfactorily
distinguishes his own idealistic impression of America.from America
itself, apd so when he eprunds American ideology he never recognizes
tﬁat he is doing more than revealing the place iﬁself.

But déspite Williamé' advqcacy»of‘American‘ideology; the~contaét
theofy 6ver—emphasizes the importance of the actual world_to art.
Environment does play a part in determining cultu:e, and even when

ideology and language are transported from one place to another, they'are
L]

-

shaped by the new environment.- But culture is not determined strictly by
locality, and.thg'actual world is not the only indiéation of the éﬁltué&;
iideas are more‘iméortant to c;iture than Williams recogﬁizes. Although
the expreséion of actual events and of the artist's own experiences does
seem crucialbto the expression of any culture, to deny the possibility
that'modg?n art might-Be set in other times and other places is to deny
,mény of thegéorld's masterpieces,-including Pound's Cantos; it is pérhaps.
to deny the existence of the whole genre of historical fiction, not to
Lmention écience fiction. Art, thén; cannot be said‘to be in as direct
éontact_with the-artiét:s time and place as Williams' theory would have it.

B

‘ £{99§cally; American culture itself might be ‘more aptly

-

”»
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expressed through ideas than through actual experience, because it is, in
the minds of its own people as well as the people of other cultures, a

symbol of ‘liberty. In fact, it was an idea before it was a place.

According to Henry Miller; himgelf an expatriate for much of his life,

-

the only America that exists 1s an idea with wﬁich no one can make

physical contact:

\

It is best to keep America just like that, always in the
background, a sort of picture post card which you look at in a
weak moment. Like that, you imagine it's always there waiting
for you, unchanged, unspoiled, a big patriotic open space with
cows and sheep and tenderhearted men ready to bugger everything
in sight, man, woman or beast. It doesn'i exist, America.

It's a name you give to an abstract idea. .

Ironicglly, then, America is perhaps the one nation to yhich Williams'
contact ;heory, in terms of the relationsﬁip between place and cultqu,
is least applicable, and it might aléo be said that it is the one nation
whose citizens living in other countries might most easily express the
cultural yalues. | ‘

Despite his own argument that contact with actual conditions at
hand is an essential part of the American ideology, Williams himself
~ maintains a thoroughly idealistic impression of his nation; the very

: »

thought thaé democracy itseif, not' the actual government, should be{
advocated leads to and ié evidence of this idealistic view qf America.
He purports, especially when dealing with historical figures, to p?esent

‘only the words of those figures themselves and the historical documents

of their time, but ultimately his theoryesis too much an advocacy of

%

American  ideology, and in this sense even Pound's comments about the
actualgworkings of American elections reveal a more direct contact than

is found in.Williams' attitude towards America.

*
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much relation to the actual America. There is little left of what might

Williame' impressions of America, then, cannot be said to bear

be considered a native American heritage, and in ﬁact the cultures of
American Ingdians were destroyed by willful acts of genocide so that the
European society could Qe ea;ablishqd. Despite Williams' wishes, the
background of America ip notjmmerica, but Europe. As even John Dezey
admits, almost all American theories and ideas "are not creations de novo.
They_ have their £qots in British and European thought."2 The American
Revolution, too, is the culmination of a gradual process, much of which
took place in Europe. The European tradition, in philosophy, politics, . ‘
science, and art, is part of the American heritage. What William; makes
seém almost spontanedus was, as Einstein recognizes, evolutionary: 'Most
objects are gained by)gradﬁate steps: -foir. example, the'suppfesaion of
absolute monarchg,hy deﬁocracy."3 Nor is America the iny democratic
nation in the world, though Williams might lead us‘to believe that it is.
As Dewvey ;gain points out, even American pragmatiem is based on
European philosophy.4 But ‘the value of the pragmatic view of knowledge
is§itse1f questionable, as is Williams' view that artists are essentially
pragmatists. To view the most important kind‘of knowledge as that which
is founé through contact is to remain ignorant of all that lies Bdtside
one's own personal experience. While it cannot be denied that some -
artists dé work strictly out of their own expefiences, itpcannot be ‘said
that all art is based upon the artist's ow.. ¢xpe;ience, nor can it be
+ said th{t art which is highly allusive or which deals with/an event:
outside'%he argist's own cuftural milieu s 1ll-founded. It might be

said more strictly that whatever an American artist creates comes from

his own perspective, which is part of the cultural perspective, and‘muét\
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bevincorporated into one s interrretation of American culture as a whole,'
Eliot 8 perspective, and Eliot s’ art, must then be considered as much a
" part of American culture as anything produced by Williams. The strong
:conservative element in American literature,<3nd in American culture,
scannot be'denied;’ |

But perhaps most . important art need not‘eﬁpress only ideas
'»derived.from events; it can be 1ntellectual in the sense that an
"objective’correlative can be,found to express an-idea or an emotdon.
The artist- need not deny his own will ‘and his own perSonality and succumb
: lo the world in which he flnds himself ;It.is not necessarily deSirable,
if even possible,-that an artist should forget everything,he knows, not
'only about the world but abOut his craft as well“ The contact theory'u
is, in its denial of the artist 8 will, its attitude towards knowledge,
and its denial of tradition, a treatise against ‘craft in art, and a naive
advocacy of spontaneOus creatiVity‘, | .

The Eontact theory's technical aspects, however,_do offer
useful'consideratiOns for-artists and;critics both. ‘Williams concern
that‘the‘language of‘contemporary‘American literature'should‘be distinct
from the language of Britiéh poets of the past, John Donne,’for example,
is'valid though ‘the bond of language between America and England
espec1ally written language, can be brbken only through time, if at-all.
Eliot's warning to writers-not to become subjugated to colloqu1a1_speech
is well taken, but changes in the language should be taken into :
consideration by writers because words that have been replaced by other
more contemporary language become anachronistic

.’-

-The elimination of figurative language from literature, too,

seems absurd. 'But the aim of imagery is clarity, not obscurity, S0 where

[4
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- a word itself can-be'more expressive than a metaphor or a simile, the -

word is sufficient. Belief in the power of words to be tﬁings themselves

when'théy.are in contact with a referent ‘does allow a>more metonymical

. 3
]

approaph‘to literature by the writer.

In the same way that words can become anachronisms, forms also .

‘lose their ability to exbréss.cultﬁral Values-—formal changes seem as
. necessary and inevitable as changes in the language and in the culture

itself; however, innovations brought about by Pound's attempts to

introduce Japanese and Chinese for s into English and American literature

are eVideﬁce that forms are transferable from one'cdlture~to‘ahothey.

"' The form itself beédméé new w%eﬁ\it is‘adﬁpted to a differenﬁ culture
‘than the one in which i£ Qriginatedf—it becomes possigle for'tha£ form to”
become a pa#f of thgjcuitufe int§ which it ﬁag béen piaced. Contrary to

: Williamé; opinioﬁ, it iéipossib1e fo; forms to differ in the sense ghétl
a Word$wb;Eh'sonné; differs from a Shakéspearean sonnet, and that a iﬁ, 
sonnet by e. e. cummiﬁgs is diétincéffrom eithé;l- ﬁut‘such evolutionary"
change is, iﬁ’Williamsf;view,’ﬁeither a)mbdefnbﬁor_an Amériéan~ﬁéthod,
and he insists that major bfeakthroughs are ?evolutionﬁry, not‘eyolutionary,/

Unfortunately when Williams, in his effort to promote and

;

.

expfess his oﬁn 6heory, set his views in opposition to thoée of Eliot,'hé
set America and the pfesent agaiﬁstlEurope andithe pagt as well. A
’fuﬁdamental'problem Qifh Williams”theory isithat while he is-sayidg that
art ié thé exprgssion of the c;ltufe'fom.which it is derived, he
indicates that the only way to write mOdeEnyboétry is to Qrife American
poetry, and Americéh poetry cannot be confined in‘Cénventional forms. .
Williams has the self-righteous opinion phatbAmericanﬁideology, aside

" from being modern, is liberal and morally correct,-so he can tolerate
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_nothing else and he camnot understand why others would not accept the
/. i . . , . .

. e

When Williams draws the'analogy’between,the artist's attempt to
Teveal his culture and the American ideology, and bet een the American
view of Enowledge and the'kind of knowledge gained by the artlst, he -

unwisely implies:that all great-art has been based on Amerlcanudeology;,e

howeVer,(much has been produced in undemocratic societies and by artists
. who do not share Williams' belief in democracy. Great artists, according

‘to Williams; have‘alwaysvstayed,in contact with the immediate world, and

have denied social and literary conventions in order to'express their -own

ekoerience of that world. Williams does fiot consider that, unlike

America, some societies and cultures might be based upon traditional or -
G - . : v T B .

‘conventional standards that are not flexible, despite the theory of
relativity, or that some cultures may evolve gradually rather than

‘through revolutionary change' )In these cases the artist, if he were to

ekpreSS-the contemporary sensibility of his culture; would not express an

" American sensibility. To say that -this culture is somehow less modern

tban or not as good as American culture is to engage in tbe.same elitism
as that of which Wllliams accuses Eliot, and the attempt to create.moderne'
(thereby American) ‘forms in this culture is to deny its cultural autonomy
-=it 1§Lto Judge the world by Amerlcan standards.

- Desplte his arguments for cultural relativ1sm, Williams assumes
that,there 1s‘only one,modern world, the American world;'he assumes that

t

history and human development have moved towards this most advanced state,
i . . . . .

~which is America, whereas‘America is only one of perhaps an unlimited

number of possible historical conditioms. British poets such as Philip
Larkin or Ted Hughes can express a modern British sensibility without

[}
i
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adopting a‘revolutionary &merican'stance. ;Williams' stereotyping of

America as‘the“new world and Europe, particularly Britain, as the past

L

while it may have been a. useful tool in creating his argument, +now seems

trite. ’ ‘ o
' - /

Williams' rebellious stance is perhaps ‘the most tiresome aspect

" of his theorizlng, and the energy used in his diatribes® against Eliot

AR

Emerson, who Lewis'says reverted time and again to the same theme:

'Williams attacks are perhaps also justified'because Eliot poSed a /-

N

Europe, the past, and oppre351on might better have. been spent working

’ '
toward his: own goals. -But even these attacks are part of the American

nature of the contact theory In much the Bame argument as 75 presented
il
‘¥h111p Rahv in hlS paleface"/"redskin analogy, R W. B. Lew1s
contends that the dialogue between Americans who view the authentic

Amerlcan ~as "a figure of her01c innocences and vast potentlalities,

pOised at the start of a new history'" and those who look to Europe as the

5 v
centre of western c1v1lization, has always been a part of America ‘The
authentic American nature of Williams theory is, therefore, its

limitation as a critical tool; yet: Williams himself had sought an

[

American aesthetic theory. Much of the contact theory does, also, have

American literary precedents, which are perhaps best exemplified by

'beware of tradition'° 'forget historical Christianlty R 'lop‘off all

superfluity and tradition, and fall back on the nature of things."'ﬂ6 /-

-'powerful'threat to this outlook. -Despite Williams hopeful pronouncement

in 1939 that; "The political tendency of American writing since 1930 and

thirty years before has been toward a discovery of the terms of discus31on

and declaration 1n the only world it can know, that under its nose,f'7

~Williams was_largely neglected while Eliot was winning converts to his

o
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. traditionalist cause, which is as limited in its criteri? for,dudging
literature as the contact theory'is | o

-‘But the most valuable application of the contspt theory was
made by Williams himself, not as a critical tool, but, as’'a guide for his

own work. It'is‘Williams contact ‘approach to the poem that allows for
orfcreatesvthe tinique pe;spective, neither subjective no objective,

described'by'J.'Hillis Miller In the same way that Copernicus'

.

discoveries de not change what actually exists yet create a profound

change,'so Williams discovery of-contact changes the nature'of his art;

_‘by seeing himself aS'part of.the,world he inhabits;fby accepting the
1deology of hlS nation, and. by being in. sympathetic contact w1th things

that lie outside himself Williams created works that are expressions of

LY

his own life and experiences while at\the\same time they are the

expressions;df his_place and time. Einstein writes of the "rigidity” of

‘odifiable,”8»and

a theory that is either true or false, but not

Williams contact theory is not modifiable if this new and du ious

, perspective-is to: be maintained‘ if the’artist were to leave»his native

land and write about it from memory, then his views would be subJective,

if he were to remain at home yet write without sympathetic impulses,
then hlS perspective would become obJective .

Williams' dttempts to use colloquial American language,- the .

" "

] . .
American idiom,,andvhis own ''continually refreshed forms," also result

from his contact approach._ His labors * . capture the-immediacy of

.

experience in. the language and form of his work can” be, as Henry Willis

i

‘ Wells 1ndicates, exasperating for\\he reader; but perhaps not as

exasperating as the-lack of challenge presented by poets who look to the

N

_past for their forms: \”Today somefpoets; as John Masefield, seem to .us”

T~
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b
reactionary, while others, as William Carlos Williams, ekasperate‘dertain-
. L ‘ e “
of their readers by,extreme‘modernity."g, But this attachment to ré lity,
besides being, as John Dewey points out, a part of the American B

-

philosophy that ""regards. the worldkas being‘in continuous formation,
bwhere there is still Place for indeterminism, for the new, and for a.r al'ﬁfi
futurey" 10 linits the p0331bilities.of . as any theory, by definition,,
does; But‘the limitations on forn'in t::§>ontao§ theory are'placed
primarily on forms that already exist, not on the possibility of new on s.:
The lack of traditionalism in American ideology is, ‘as Dewey understands,
mpensated for: "Our neglect of the traditions of the past, w1th
r . : o t
awhatgber this negligence/lmplies in the'way.of spiritual impoverishment
of our life, has its compensation in the idea that the world is
recommencing and being temade under our‘eyes.','ll Williams remained b
constantly challenged and stimulated by.trying to stay.in contact with,
the Changing‘world ~and he responded with new forms. AlthOugh contemporary
;Amerlcan art has been produced outside the boundaries of the contact
, theory, and although Willlams own experimentsiwith_form-may fail at
times, works as‘formally.unique.and diverse as "The Red Wheelbarrow,”
Paterson, and "The Desert Music" are_products‘of the contact approach.
Perhaps*the most proyocative question regarding the contact
theory concerns its_value to other artiits.: In what might be considered
proof;of Williams" belief that truths change at least'every twenty years,
_ Willians' ideas began to- galnvfavor, particularly in the 19508, as Europe, =

—-—

and the European traditions and conventions, were overlooked by many
‘ American writers. In Paterson Williams rejoices»at the survival of his
ideas since the 1920s, when he had translated’Philippe,Soupault's The

Last Nights of Paris, a novel which must have had, for Williams, a rather":

2
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ironic title:

| O ' _"What has happened td Paris
since that time? :
* and to myself'? .

! A WORLD OF ART = \
THAT THROUGH THE, YEARS HAS =~ )

SURVIVED! (P, 209)

In "The Contact Story," he welcomes the third appearancé of Contact

- °

because he views the re-appearance of the magazine, particularly because

fit is edited by youné writers'wbo are taking overqhis position, - as a_g
victory for the contact approacb to“literature—;a concern for thev

experiences and"the language~of:the‘writer's native land-—that‘he.bad

: enviSioned in the twenties: = = ‘ ‘ | :

The name typified a direct approach to life which typified many
* of the writers of the period and-in America, at least, a .
concern with the local idiom. The American idiom dared at last
to challenge Oxford English--until T. S. Eliot~deserted to the
older rules with his way of writing. ‘ He won' an overwhelming,
if short-lived, victory with his verse and threw us back on our
heels for another 20 years, maybe nearer 40 years.

Only today are we beginning to get our feet under us ggainy
finally rid of the Eliot influence. ' Now is the time for the
name Contact to appear among us again, making its way among a
heap of 1mpedimenta which clutter the path about the feet of
our young ‘writers.' If they remain alert and are not taken in
again by our scholars and téachers of English and our sycophant
professors of English, who after all have their salaries to
protect we may in America be ready to go ahead independently
again. (CIII, I [1958], 76) .

i

'Williamsldid, therefore, have a victory of sorts, particularly
“in- the 19505 and‘60s; Theieditors of Contact (San Francisco) acknomledged.
. that their magazine was the ' newest incarnation‘ of a magazine established
nearly forty years before (CIII 1 [1958], , and, ironically,'young

a2

American poets began to look upon Williams as a master to be followed.

In Escape from the Self A Study in Contemporary American Poetry and

[}
]
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Poetics, Karl Malkoff states that the basis for '"the movement from

Imagism to Objectivism to Projectivism--summarized by [Charles] Olson in

the term Objectism" is pinpointed by Williams in "a new relationship

12

between.the self and the‘world." Malkoff points to Robert Duncan's

assertion of the importance of the'body as well as the mind in man's
relationship with the universe as the key to this new relationship /ﬁut
Williams had seen the possibilities of such a relationship, which begins

with sensual conﬁact.
»

'Olson and the poets who became assoc1ated with Black Mountain

College in the 1950s began to reject the belief in tradition, and tried

to focus their attention.on the "here and 'now.” Olson, in his letters

-

to Cid'Cormanvregafding 6rigin,magazine, saySvthat he would dike to see

the magazine-
‘ .
. 8o by spontaneous, ‘irregular, guerilla,forms;'
why not take this the step further it alread; implies, and make

that the form of your MAG make it, such a presentation, a
RE’ ENACTMENT OF

‘the going realityrof (approximate3 shot at) THAT WHICH IS

ABREAST OF US: now, here & now, not what was what was we do
lament ‘ ‘

.Olson fears'the move "back toward tradition, and a whole\series of cliché
positions,”14 which Williams‘had feared in the 1920s.
‘ But® Olson mistakenly believes that ﬁound's_"RAG—BAGﬁtechnique”
: i
provides the "methodological clue," while he believes that Williams "gave
us the lead on the LOCAL/ OR put it that pat: EP the verb, BILL the NOUN
problem;‘MTo,do.: And who, to do; Neither of them: wwhAT."l? But

whereas ?ound offers a "RAG-BAG" techﬁidue as an alternative to convention,

Williams offers a way to proceed, for if there is no conventional form,



e
what determines form so that it is not completely arbitrary? The way to

proceed 1is, however, according to the contacf'theory, an American way,

and those elements of Williams' attack on Eliot's Modernism that have
become part of post—Moderniét aesthetics must be viewed in the way that
Williams devised them--as American aesthetics. Post-Modernism becomes,

from this perspective, an American concept, dpt applicable elsewhere, 1if

‘ |
,
:

cultural relativity is to be maintained.

' But Williams, even among his most ardent supporters such as
p

o-

”/Karl Shapirb, who, in In Defense of Ignorance, attacks Eliot and reveres

3

Williams, is much more important‘as an artis; than as a theorist.
Shapiro says that . .

theory at all.”16 However, in following the example of Williams' -own

it is unfortunate for him that he must engage in

art, these writers mighﬁ have done well to read the contact theory as
~we}1: Williams' growing pbpularity among Americanrpoets since the 1950s
cannbt be said to have 9réduced followers of the contact theory; rather,
‘it-has produced a 'school" of followers and imiéators of Williams,

contrary to-the theory itself.l7 Hayden Carruth, in his introduction to

“Williams' poems in The Voice That is Great within Us: American Poetry of

L4

" the Twentieth Century, says that at the time that anthoiogy was published,

in 1970, Williams wés "probably the most widely read, and certainly the
most widely-imitated,-of all American poets."18 Williams. himself Would.
" have expected, and even héped, to be "annihilated" iﬁ_the search fér new
forms and new theories, but his owﬁ work;has become part of the eﬁolutionary
: : -
process of American iiterature. More important than the 'rules" of the
céntact theory itself is‘the enc¢ouragement it offers thoée poets who, in

~the spirit of Whitman and Williams, develop their own approach to, .the

poem.
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2 2 (1945), 125. ‘

lBWilliams, "The Fatal Blunder," 125, -

: _19"The Fatal_Blunder," 125. The passage'to which Williams
refers is in Ash Wednesday. See T. S. Eliot, Collected Poems 1909 1962
([1963]; rpt. London: Faber and Faber 1974), p- 95

- 20

Eliot, Notes, p. 1l4.

o 21Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent " Selected Essays;
,3rd ed. (London: Faber and Faber, 1951), p. 14. :

. 2-2Eliot, "Tradition. and the Individual Talent," p. 14,
23Williams,‘ "Experimental and Formal Verse,” 172.
i T 24Williams, "From Unpubllshed Letters by William Carlos Williams,"
in The Massachusetts Review, 3:(Winter 1962), 296.
25 |

Williams,'"An'Approach tO”the Poem," 54.

6Burke, "Heaven's First Law,'" in William Carlos W1lllams The-
Cr1t1cal Heritage, ed. Charles Doyle1 p. 71. -

27

lg_Defense of’Reason'(Denver: Alan Sﬁallow; 1947), p} 76.
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Chapter 2

lSee Richard Wasson, "Notes on a New Sen51b111ty," Partisan
Review, 36 (1969), p. 475. Paraphrasing Thomas Pynchon, Wasson raises
the questlon of whether or not any interpretation of hlstory can be
_con51dered 'truth."  He concludes that, because we cannot know the whole

"plot" of hlstory, ". . . our interpretatlons of history are only

_fictions." Williams': own interpretation of Amerfcan hlstory, on which he
bases his conceptian of’ Amerlcan 1deology, is only one of a number of E
possible flCthnS

‘ ?See Noland.

3Dijkstra ans that Williams "in actuality never chose to
‘confront that world in other than its visual textures, in its surface
modulations. How an artist could express that world, and not be ‘part of
it, mot be influenced by the Ideological structures which had shaped that
world, even in his negatlve respenses to it, is a question Williams chose
to 1gnore in his reJectlon of the political dimension ofart"(ARI 22-23).

7

.4Letters from an American Farmer (New York: Dotton,»l912),

p. 43.

g?r 5"The Dream of the New,'" in American Dreams, American nghtmares,
d. David Madden (Carbondale and. Edwardsville: - Southern Tllinois !
Unlver31ty Press, 1970), P- 19 B : S o ¢ '

6Fledler, P. 19,
"The Dial, 68:6. (June, 1920), 684-88.
8Crévecoeur,.p, 73.

. .'gsee Philip Rahv, "The Cult of Experience in American
Literature,"” in Essays on Literature and Politics -1932-1972, pp. 8-22.

‘lO

”The Poet," quoted in Smoller,»p 32.

1 :

Thoreau, as quoted in F. 0. Matthlessen, American Renalssance
Art and Expre531on in the Age of Emerson - and. Whitman (London, Toronto,
and New York Oxford University Press, 1941), p. 91.

- 12Jefferson and/or Mussollni' L'Idea Statale, Fascism as T
‘Have Seen It (New York: Liveright, 1935), p. 108.

: 13Wllllams, ”A Fault of Learning Commonication," Partisan
© . Review, 10:5 (Sept. -Oct 1943), 468. -

: 4See Guy Davenport, "The Nuclear Venus:  Dr. Williams' Attack
upon Usura,' Persgectlve, 5-6 (1952 53) 183 90. ' '

f
4

15Townley, p. 152
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o 16"Amerlcan Heroes,' in William Carlos Williams: The Critical = *

'Herltage, ed Charles Doyle, p. 91.

Skyscraper Prlmitives, pp. 113-14.

) 18See Roy ﬁ%rvey Pearce, The Continuity of Amerlcan Poetry
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1961).

_ 19Wllliams, "An Essay on Leaves of Grass,' in- Whitman: A
Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Roy Harvey Pearce (Epglewood Cllffs
Prentlce—Hall 1962), p. 148. : .

2QCOwley, P. 214.

) 21FrederickJ. Hoffman et al., The Little Magazine: A History
and a Bibliography (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1947), p. 77.

22Preface to the 1962 edltlon of Notes towards €he Deflnltlon
of Culture S »

N 23 (London:- Faber and Gwyer, l928ky p. ix. Iris Murdoch, in
"The Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited," says that the Symbolists ("T. S.

"Eliot;, T. E. Hulme, I. A. Richards, and others"% have "a yearning to pierce
through the messy phenomenal world to some perfect and necessary. form and
order : :

’ :It is not at all surprising, when we consider the matter
further, to discover that the Symbolist trend is intolerant and
anti-Liberal. Its fear of contingency and history is a fear of
the real existing messy modern world, full of real existing
messy modern persons, with- individual messy modern opinions of
their own. To this Hulme would oppose fhstltutlons and dogma, ,
the presumed clarity and- ‘dleanliness of the medieval world when,

. to use Eliot's phrase apropos of Dante,»"thought was orderly
and strong and beautiful." (p 260)

QéPound (Glasgow: Fontana/Colllns, l975), p. 25;

25Jefferson and/or Mussolinl p.,lO9;

2_6Jefferson and/or Mussolini, p. 110.

27DaVie,'p. 96.. L R

‘ 128Fiedler,-p. 21.
: 29Fiedler, p. 26.
¢ l“ '3Ofiedler,_pp, 26-27.

¥

31Cubism, pp. 123-24.



Chapter 3

. The question of the relationship between the senses and .
knawledge has, as Einstein points out, always been of great concern to
philosophers: o

In the evolution of philosophic thought through the centuries
the following question has pldayed a major role: what knowledge
"~ 1is pure thought able to supply independently of sense perception?
.Is there any such knowledge? If not, what precisely is the ‘
relation between our knowledge and the raw material furnished
by sense impressions: An almost boundless chaos of philosophical
oplnlons corresponds to these questions and to a few others
intimately  connected with them. Nevertheless there is visible
in this process of relatively fruitless but heroic endeavors a
systematic trend of developmert, namely, an increasing )
‘skepticism concerning every attempt by means of pure thought to
: learn something about the "objective world," about the world of
"things" in contrast to the world of mere ”concepts and ideas."
Be it said parenthetlcally that, just as on the part -of a real
philosophér, quotation marks are used here to introduce an
illegitimate concept, which the reader is asked to permit for -
the moment,. although the concept is suspect in the eyes of the
philosophlcal pollce. (p 19)

Alfred North Whltehead says that the questions regarding the ba51s of
kn0wledge are more: acute in the twentieth century than at any other time
because ". .”. scientific theory is outrunning common sense'" (p. 115), an
attitude’ that is confirmed by E1nstein s statement: "Nobody could hope
ever to 'perceive directly' an atom" (p. 303). Whltehead laments the
psychologlcal distance between mind. and. matter. He says also that this
split of mind and ‘body is evident in philosophy, which has "on the whole
emphasised mind," and in science which, at least until the twentieth
century, empha51sed "physical science" (pp. 192-93). Whitehead does not
deny that ". the ideas, now in the minds of contemporary mathematicians,
lie very remote from any notions which’can be immediately derived by .
perception through the senses; unless indeed it be perception stimulated
and guided by antecedent mathematical knowledge" (p..20). 1Indeed,
Einstein believes that the whole world can be known through mathematlcal
concepts : :

I am convinced that we can discover by means of purely
mathematical constructions the concepts and the laws connecting
them with each other, which furnish the key to understandin° of
natural phenomena. Experience may suggest the appropriate

" mathematical concepts, but they most certainly cannot be deduced.
from it. Experience remalns, of course, the sole criterion of

- the physical utility of a mathematical construction.  But the
‘creative principle resides in mathematics. In a certain sense,
therefore, I hold it true thaﬁ;pure thought can grasp reallty,
“as the anc1ents dreamed (p 7ﬁ)

K
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Although Whitehead does not deny thefpossibility of such abstract
knowledge he, like John Dewey and Williams himself, believes that such
knowledge lacks human value because it‘essentiallxligneres’§éﬁggzlsu7
impressions. John Dewey, in Art as Experience ([1934]; rpt. New York:
Capricorn Books, 1958), expresses the opinion that the most valuable

human knowledge is found in the unity of body and mind, and the whole:
_ being with the environment: : ' ' :

Popular psychology and much so-called scientific psychology

have been pretty thoroughly infected by the idea of the
separateness of mind and body. . . . ‘It has treated mind’as an
independent entity which attends, purposes, cares, notices, and -
remembers. This change of ways of responding to the environment
into an entity from which actions proceed is unfortunate

because it removeés mind from necessary connection with' the

objects and events, past, present, and future, of the

environment with which responsive activities are inherently
connected. Mind that bears only and accidental relation to the
environment occupies a similar relation to the body. In making
mind puregy_immateri 1 (isolated from the organ of doing -and
undergoing), the body ceases to be living and becomes a dead

lump. (pp. 263-64) L ' ' :
ZWilliams,’”A Fault of Learning: A Communication," in ?artisan
Review, 10:5 (Sept.-Oct., 1943), 468. :

~

) _3see'Richard'Hofstadter,'Anti—Iﬁtellectualism in American Life -
(New. York: Knopf, 1963), and Leo Gurko, Heroes, Highbrows, and the

Popular Mind ([1953]; rpt. Indianapolis and New York: ~Charter Books,
1962). o ‘ o | ' ‘

Emerson, Nature, quoted in Matthiessen, p. 51. .

o 'SThe only aspect of Einstein's -thought to which Williams

applies his own theory has to do with the theory of relativity and the

- changes that that theory had created in the perspectives taken in the
-modern world--no fixed or absolute position from which to view "the world;
no absolute standard of measure. Einstein himself explains, in an essay
written in 1940 and entitled "The Fundaments of Theoretical Physics," now
included in Ideas and Opinions (New York: Bonanza Books, 1954), that,
"What we call physics comprises that group of natural sciences which base
their concepts on measurements . . ." (p. 324). The relationship between
the theory of relativity and the contact theory can perhaps best be
summarized by saying that Williams believes his own philosophicaQFPOSition
against absolutism and fixed standards is necessitated not only by American
ideology, but by Einstein's discovéries as well. Einstein's actual
_theory, then, is not a's. important as the new mentality it creates.

Alfred North Whitehéad, in Science and the Modern World ([1925]; rpt. New
York: New American Library, 1948), states, in regard to changes brought

- about by scientific |developments: "The new mentality is more important

even than the new science ‘and the new technology. - It has altered the

‘ metaphysical presuppositions and the imaginative contents of our minds;

so that now the oldAstimuli provoke a new response” (p. 2). Copernicus'’

»: : . . . -

— ’ i . ) ’ Y
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discovery that ‘the earth is not the center. of the universe, and the i
‘resulting change in human perception, exemplify the psychological chanoes
brought about by sc1entific developments. -

6Einstein states,'"Some physicists, among them myself, cannot
believe that we must abandon, actually and forever, the idea of direct
- representation of physical reality in space and time; or’ that we must
accept the view that. events 1n nature are analogous to a game of chance"
(pp 334-35).

7Lawrence Durrell, ColumbiahEssays on Modern Writers, 6 (Ne
York & London: Columbia University Press, 1964), p. 19. {ﬁ
8The Interpretation of Otherness:: Literatﬂre, Religion, and’
the American Imagination ‘(New York: Oxford University Press, 1979), "
p. 187. = : L

9A Key to Modern British Poetry (Norman, Oklahoma University'
of Nebraska Press, 1952), p.- 3.

lODurrell p.- 29.
llDurrell, p. 25. e o ‘s

12Durrell, p. 30.

13”Against Dryness', A Polemical Sketch " 23,

14Knowledge and Experience in the Philosophy of F. H Bradley
(London: ~ Faber and Faber, 1964), p. 85.

: 15John Dewey, in Art as Experience, expresses the same opinion
"We cannot grasp any 1dea, any organ-of mediation, we cannot possess. it
in its full force, until we have felt and sensed it, as much-as if it
were an odor or a color" (p. 119)

16Pragmatism, based primarily on the works of two Americgn
philosophers, Charles Sanders Peirce and William James, has become a
peculiarly American school of philosophy even though, as John Dewey points
out in "The Development of ‘American Pragmatism," a chapter in his -
Philosophy and Civilization (New York: Minton, Balch & Company, 1931),.
the term pragmatism was suggested to Peirce by the study of Kant. Dewey
_says that pragmatism, in Kant's definition of the term, "applies to the
rules of art and technique which' 'are based on experience and are
‘applicable to experience': (p__13) - Peirce applies the term to all '
concepts so that, according to Dewey, '"In order to be able to attribute *’
a meaning to concepts, one must be able to apply them to existence.. Now
- it is by means of action that this application is made p0551ble" (p 15).

17

Williams,'”Belly"Music," 27. o , L

18Williams, "To Write American Poetry," 12. | o
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_ 19Williams"view of intelligence seems similar to that view
held by "instrumentalists' as they are described by Dewey in '"The
Development of American Pragmatism" in Philosophy and Civilization (New
York: Minton, Balch & Company, 1931)

Briefly, the point of departure of this theory}is the conception
of the brain as an organ for the co-ordination of sense stimuli
(to which one should add modifications caused by habit,
unconscious memory, or 'what are called today "conditioned
" reflexes") for the purdbse of effecting appropriate motor
responses. On the basis of the theory of organic evolution it
is maintained that the analysis of intelligence and of its
» operations should be compatible with the. order of known
* - biological facts, concerning the intermediate position occupied
* . by the central nervous system in making possible responses to
the’ environment adequate to the needs of the living organism.

(p 27)

Dewey sees that a major consequence of such a view of intelligence is
that "A limited perceptual judgment, adapted to the situation which has
given it birth is"as true in its place as the most complete ‘and
significant philosophic or scientific judgment" (p. 31).

20"A Poetry of Things: Williams, Rilke, Ponge,'" in Comparative |
.Literature, 17 (1965), 312. .

A}

lThe conneétion between Williams views and pragmatismlis
evident in that William James's writings have, in John Dewey's opinion, .
"destructive implications for monistic rationalism and for absolutism in
all its forms' ("The Development of American Pragmatism,“ p. 26)

22The importance of this statement is revealed 1n‘the number of
times Williams mentions .it. See pp. 20, 68, and 143 of EK and ARI, p. 109.

23Williams, "The Reader Critic," in The Little Review, 9:1 ; o
(Autumn, 1922), 59-60.
24

"The Metaphysical Poets," Selected Essays, PP- 287—88.

5"Heaven s First Law, p. 72. )

~6Although Whitehead says that ‘art 'mirrors the world" (p. 93),
he does recognize that in presenting rather than analyzing things and
events art can reveal a depth.of understanding greater than /that found
through analysis, Using the example of Wordsworth ("The brooding,
immediate presences of things are an obsesgion to Wordsworth" [p. 93]),
Whitehead argues that nature is self-explanatory:

We have. to search whether nature does not in its very being
show itself as self-explanatory. - By this I mean, that the
-sheer statement, of what things are, may contain elements
explanatory of why things are. Such elements may be expected
to refer to depths beyond anything which we can -grasp w1th a

clear apprehension. (P 94)
§



According to Whitehead, drt can, through the presentation of an event,
reveal the intrinsic value of that event itself:

Remembering the poetic’ rendering of our concrete experience, we
see at once that the element of value, of being valuable, of
having value, of being an end in itself, of being something
which is for its own sake, must not be omitted in anly account
©f an event as the most concrete actual something. 'Value' is
the word I use for. the intrinsic reality of an event. Value is

of nature. (p. 95) .

2unicehead, p. 97. B

28See Einstein, p. 281q

29See»Dijkstra, Cubism, p. 70. Dijkstra says:

. . . the Cubists had not been satisfied with the conventional
smethod of representing objects as the eye sees them. They so
modulated the element of visual perception that in looking at
their paintings one saw more in.an instant than one could
experience in an instant of everyday life. Instead of showing
only/the side of an object turned to the spectator, the Cubists

s a more comprehensive, instantaneous understandang of the .
complex of form that gives a bowl its quality of being a bowl;
they tried to present a.new, more intense view of reality.

30Northrop Frye, ,in The Great Code The Bible and Literature
(New York and London: ' Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Publishers, 1982),
explains that the actions of gods are metaphors for actions on earth
(p. 31): "But mythology is not a direct tesponse to the matural
environment; it is part of the imaginative insulation that separates us
from that environment" (p. 37)

Quoted in Wasson, 460-61.

32Williams,'quoted in Thirlwall, p. 253.

33Williams in a letter to Warren Allen Smlth 25 March 1956,

quoted in Mariani, p. 723.

Chapter 4 . : Co

lSee James Gindin, "The Tradition of Compassion," Harvgst of
a Quiet Eye -The Novel of Compassion (Bloomington and London In&iana

University Press, 1971), Pp. 1-27. Williams' desire to view things "with
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an element which permeates through and through the poetic view

/”recreated the object in its entirety, trying to give the viewer

]
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sympathetic impulses at work' is similar to the desire of the novelists -
who Gindin says belong to the "tradition of compassion." These novelists,
like Williams, have no faith in "universal truth':

Fiction within this tradition challenges the critical assumption

, . =——one that goes back at least as far as the works of Aristotle--
that the artisti¢ work dealing with the "universal" is superior
to the work dealing with the "particular." Deriving from an
attitude dubious about the possibility of assertlng any
universal qualities, the fiction of compassion frequently
concentrates on the particulars of experience, reaches its
audience through the relevance and intensity of its depiction
of separate and thematically inconclusive dspects of experience.
In Aristotelean terms, philosophy, which examines the
implications of universal human experience, is a study superior
to history, which records the separate facts of experience.

‘ But the fiction of compassion, likely to deviate from
Aristotelean or paradigmatic models, implicitly rejects the
judgment entailed in superiority, and exercises skepticism
about the study of philosophy as a means of extracting universal
truth for man. .(p. 2p

In "the tradition of compassion,' the novelist doés not "arrange his

characters and events to shape a moral injunction to his readers" (p. 3);

~rather, he attempts to render "a multiplicity of concrete experience"

(p. 5).

2Miller, p. 288. . ' ' .

3See Doyle, William Carlos Williams and the Amerlcan Poem (New
York: St. Martin s Press, 1982), p. 145.
14"’l‘he Wanderer and the Dance: William Carlos Williams' Early .
Poetics,”" in The Shaken Realist: Essays in Modern Literature in Honor
of Frederick J. Hoffman, eds. Melvin J. Friedman and John B. Vickery
(Baton Rouge: Louisianna- State University Press, 1970), p. 50. Also,
Whitehead describes how any organism is simultaneously itself and part of.
its environment, gaining its 1dent1ty from that environment while '
asserting its own being:.

That which endures is limited, obstructive,.intolerant,
infecting its environment with its own aspects. But it is not
self-sufficient. The aspects of all things enter into its very

' nature. It is only itself as drawing together into its own
limitation the larger whole in which it finds.,itself. Conversely,
it is only itself by lending its aspects to this same environment
in which it finds»itself. (p. 96)

5"The Wanderer and the Dance, p. 69.

6Nature, in Selected Prose and Poetry, 2nd ed., ed. Reginald L.
" Cook (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1969), P 6
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: 7Eseape from the Self: A Study in Contemporary Américan
Poetry and Poetics (New York: Columbia University Press, 1977), ¢p. 166.

8 )
Durrell, p. S.
9Knowledge and Experience; p. l4l.
loKnowledge and Experience, p. 151.
llEliot in "Tradition and the Individual Talent," says,
"The pxogress of an artist is a continual self-sacrifice, a continual ’
extinction of personality" (p. 17). But Richard Wasson (p. 473) says
Thomas Pynchon points out that '"playing roles" is "not the same thing
'as seeing the other fellow's '"point of view."'"
lz"An‘Introduction to William Carlos Williams,' in Repossessing
and Renewing: Essays in the Green American Tradition (Baton Rouge: v
Louisianna State University Press, 1976), p. 188.
13Adventures in Ideas, qouted on Doyle, p. 69.
14Doyle, p. 120.
L 4
15Durrell, p. 21.
16nurrell, p. 26
17Durrell, p. 29}
18Durrell, pp. 29-30. . . ‘ .

9Unterecker, p. 19.

20Williams, "Belly Music," 28.

' 21‘Whitehead,'in criticizing modern cities, says:

The two evils are: one, the ignoration of the true relation of
each organism to its environmen and the other, the habit of
ignoring the intrinsic worth- of‘the environment which must 'be
allowed its weight in any consiﬂeration of final ends. (p. 196)

22"Heaven s F+rst Law," in William Carlos W*lllams The
- Critical Heritage, ed. Charles Dc¢yie, p. 71.

-

Whitaker, William Carlos' Williams (New York: Twayne, 1968),

p. 18.

24Riddel The Inverted Bell, p. 135

25Williams, quoted in Weaver, William Carlos Williams: The

American Background (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1971), p. 63.

-~ ,- K ! ‘ ‘
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' A ]

26Miller, p. 135. Seeialso, John Dewey, ''The Development of
American Pragmatism," in his Philosophy and Civilizdtion (New York:
Minton, Balch & Company,, 1931). Dewey says that William James's lectures
on pragmatism, published in 1907, show that . - A

. Monism is equivalent to a rigid universe where everything
is fixed and immitably united to others, where indetermination,
free choice, novelty, and the unforeseen in experlence have no
place; a universe which demands the sacrifice of the concrete
and complex diversity of things to the 'simplicity and nobility
of an architectural, structure In what concerns our beliefs,
Monism demands a rationalistic temperament leading to a fixed
and dogmatic attitude. Pluralism, on the other hand, leaves
room for contingence, liberty, novelty, and gives complete
liberty of action’to the empirical method, which can be
indefinitely extended. It accepts unity where it finds it, but
it does not attempt to force the vast diversity of events and
things into a single rational mold. (pp. 19-20)

Dewey himself believes, "If a man cherishes novelty, risk, opportunity
and a variegated esthetic reality, he will certainly reject any bellef in
Monism, when he clearly perczives the import of this system” (p. 21).

27Knowledge and Experience, p. 19.

2SKhowledge and Experience, p. 18.

29Knowledge and Experience, p. 77.

3OKnowleage and Experience, p. 31. -
4

31"Vorticism,' in The Modern Traditiqn, eds. Richard Ellmann and
Charles Feidelson (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1965), p. 150. Quoted in
Charles Altieri, "Objective Image and Act of Mind in Modern Poetry," PMLA,
91:1 (Jan. 1976), 110. ///

32

See Malkoff, pp. 31-34.

33William Carlos Williams: An American Artist (New York

Oxford Univer51ty Press,’ 1970), PP. 44~45.

: 34Gunn, The Interpretation of Othermness: Literature, Religion,
-and the American Imagination (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1979),
p. 187, refers to John Bettis's, Phenomenology of Religion (New York:
Harper and Row, 1969), p. 203.

_SJefferson and/or Mussolini, p. 11.-
i
36 frerson and/or Mussolini; p. 21.

37Jefferéon and/or Mussolini, p. 73.
38

Jefferson and/or Mussolini, p. 45.
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39Jefferson and/or Mussolini, p. 99.

éocunn, p. 176.

41Gunn, p. 177.

‘ 42DeMott, as quoted in Gunn, p. 178.

43Williams"views might here be related to Keats's 'negative
.capability” and to Blake's view of love and joy. Both Keats and Blake
seek this sacrifice of will that Williams sees in Shakespeare.

AHermeneutics:‘ Interpretation Theory in Schleiermacher,
Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gadamer (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
1969), p. 128. Quoted in Bogarth-Campbell, p. 3. #

45?i32;%¢axﬁ1ain3'

T most moderns, the wordd was a vast buzzing confusion, an
array of disconnected patticqlars, "an extraneous object, full
of other extraneous objects'" (as Wallace Stevens put it), and
only the poetic imagination using metaphor could supply the
world with order and meaning. For example, both Cleanth Brooks
and I. A. Richards, for all their disagreements, saw metaphor
as a way of reconciling opposites. Experience was full of
paradoxes and contingencies which the gneat‘ﬁoet ordered
through metaphor. (R; 462) (

40nobjective Inage and Act of Mind,"™.103-104.

~

‘ 47The Twenties: American Writlng in the Postwar Decade,rrev“ed
(New York: The Free Press, 1962), p. 211.

8Pound while he calls for ”Direct treatment of the 'thing'
whether subjective or.objective," says also that ". . . the natural object
is always the adequate symbol.!" See "A Retrospect," in Literary Essays,
ed. T. S. Eliot (New York: New Directions, 1954), pp. 3'and 5.

v 49

"Hamlet," in Selected Essays, p. 145.

SOMiller, p. 8.

Chapter 5 : - .
- lEliot and Einstein both see language as an 1ntegral part of
culture. Eliot, in Notes towards the Definition of Culture, says:

Now it is obvious that one unity of culture is that of- the e
people who live together and speak the same language: becdtse

By
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speaking the same language' means thinking, and feeling, and
having emotions, rather differently from people who use a
different language. (pp. 120-21)
Einstein concurs with both Eliot and Williams:'

Thus we may conclude that the mental development of the
individual and his way of forming cbncepts\depend to a high )
degree upon language. This makes us realize to what extent the

. same language means the same mentality, In this sense thinking
and language are linked together. (p. 336)
2Doyle, p. 39.
3Bozarth—Campbell, p. 3.
ABruns, p. 218.
5
‘Bruns, p. 190.

6Knowledge and Experience, p. 132.

7Rossi (p. 13) says that Edward Sapir's and Benjamin Whorf's

hypothesis that ". . . the language spoken influences the speaker's
thinking, perception, and behavior" is still a debatable issue amongst
~anthropologists. But Rossi concedes: ''From a methodological point of

view, language can be used to study the totality of culture. 1In fact,
language is the most clearly discernible and self-contained of all
cultural factors and is governed by precise phonological, grammatical and
syntactical rules."

8Matthiessen, p. 32.

9Matthiessen, p. 30.
lOMatthiessen, p. 31. »
11

‘Emerson, qu¢ted in Matthiessen, P. 33.

2Thoreau, in a journal entry from 1859, quoted in Matthiessen,
p. 83. . :

13Colerid‘ge, as quoted in Matthiessen, p. 30.

\ 14Knowiedge and Experience, p. 135.

lsKnowledge and Experience, p. 132.

16Knowledge‘and Experience, p. 134.

7Coleridge makes, as one of the condltlons that determine
whether pleasure will be derived through reading a given poem, ''. . the
apparent naturalness of the representation, as raist and qualifled by an

~
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imperceptible infusion of the author's own knowledge and talent, which
infusion does, indeed, constitute it an imitation as distinguished from a
mere copy." Biographia Literaria, in Poets on. Poetry, ed. Charles Norman
(New York: The Free Press, 1962), p. 168. -
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